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The final push for a 
climate deal at 
COP21 was ongoing 

as CRJ went to press. 
Meanwhile, rainfall of 
near biblical intensity 
had lashed many areas, 
including Sierra Leone, 
India, the UK and France. 

The theme of this issue is water, including 
flooding, of course. Time and time again, our 
expensive defences built to protect communities 
and infrastructure seem to fail, our models and 
predictions become overwhelmed by ever more 
extreme climate events. As Patrick Lagadec 
has often stated: Are we fighting the last war? 

And this is a controversial question, but one 
that needs to be asked: When do areas become 
too dangerous for human habitation? Should 
relocation – as a strategy of last resort – be 
discussed more widely? Last year, the San 
Remo consultation, organised by UNHCR, 
examined the issue of planned relocation owing 
to sudden onset disasters, acute environmental 
degradation and longer term effects of climate 
change. It found that those working on climate 
change adaptation frameworks are often 
unfamiliar with the experiences of resettling 
communities, whether as part of dam projects 
or resettling refugees in other countries. “The 
silos which characterise work on this issue are 
immense,” it said, which is worrying, given the 
virtually unimaginable long-term, generational, 
financial and human costs relocating vulnerable 
or untenable communities would entail.

It would take a brave – or possibly politically 
suicidal – government to tell large numbers 
of its citizens that it can no longer shield 
them from extreme climate events and that 
relocation is the least unattractive option. 

In a draft document ahead of COP21, the 
UN proposed a climate change displacement 
co-ordination facility, to provide organised 
migration and planned relocation, as well as 
compensation to people fleeing rising sea 
levels, extreme weather and ruined agriculture. 
The reference was dropped from the draft.

But it is clear, though decidely unpalatable, 
that relocation will have to be considered 
in some areas and the duty of all those 
involved in emergency preparedness, 
mitigation and response is to familiarise 
themselves with existing experience and 
consequences, and consider how this could 
affect them, their roles and communities.

Emily Hough

Mathijs van Ledden Peace Direct
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R
oad crashes claim 1.25 million lives a year and are the 
biggest killer of young people in every world region. Until now 
this epidemic has gone largely unrecognised by the donor 

community. Effective response to road risk is essential for resilience.
In September 2015, the UN adopted new Global Goals for 

Sustainable Development; these will run until 2030, replacing 
the Millennium Development Goals and finally putting road safety 
firmly on the agenda. Goal 3 – for Health and Well-Being – sets 
a very tough target for governments of halving road deaths and 
injuries by 2020. Goal 11 calls for Sustainable Cities, with safe, 
affordable and accessible transport for all, including vulnerable 
road users like children, cyclists and pedestrians. Achieving these 
aims will require a massive effort by governments, donors, public 
services and civil society – particularly in high-risk countries. 

Aid workers engaged in humanitarian work often find 
themselves in extreme environments, facing risks from natural 
disasters, terrorist attacks and crime. But the greatest risk 
they face is often unrecognised: road deaths. According to 
Paul Jansen, Executive Director of Fleet Forum: “Road traffic 
accidents are the number one killer of aid workers.” 

Work injuries
Furthermore, road safety is the chief work hazard in some of the most 
risk-prone jobs, such as oil and gas extraction, policing, refuse and 
chemical waste recycling. In the US, where detailed occupational 
injury data is kept, 40 per cent of all fatal work injuries in 2014 were 
transport related (US Bureau of Labour Statistics, 2015). Globally, 
around one in three road fatalities involve someone driving for work.

Road risk is not just a work hazard. According to Dr Etienne 
Krug, Director of Violence and Injury Prevention for the World 
Health Organisation, it is a global problem of ‘epidemic’ scale. 
Currently the ninth leading cause of death worldwide, road crashes 
kill many more people than malaria and have nearly reached the 
global fatality levels of tuberculosis. Moreover 20 to 50 million 
people a year are seriously injured or disabled, weighing heavily 
on health and social services and impoverishing families. 

Ninety per cent of road deaths occur in low and middle-income 
countries, though they have only half the world’s registered vehicles. 
In these countries the cost of road crashes is estimated at between 
three to five per cent of GDP – dwarfing many aid budgets.

It might be surprising, therefore, that the Millennium Development 
Goals adopted by the UN in 2000 did not mention road safety – 
though targets for both malaria and TB reduction were included. 

Global road safety advocacy organisations, such as the FIA 
Foundation in the UK, collaborated with individual governments 
to demand more action to reduce road deaths. In 2009 a global 
ministerial conference was convened by the Russian Federation 
involving over 70 countries. As a result, a UN Decade of Action 
on Road Safety 2011-2020 was declared in May 2010, and 
a Global Plan adopted to encourage governments to act.

In 2009 the Eastern Alliance for Safe and Sustainable Transport 
(EASST) was established. This is a UK charity working with 
a network of partner organisations in 11 countries in Eastern 
Europe, the South Caucasus and Central Asia to reduce road 
casualties and promote sustainable transport. EASST works 
across all five pillars of the UN Global Plan of Action: Better 
road safety management; safer roads and mobility; safer 
vehicles; safer road users; and safer post-crash response. 

In pursuit of this last goal, EASST is a founder member of Fire Aid 

Global road 
safety crisis
Road risk is a global problem of ‘epidemic’ scale: 
the ninth leading cause of death worldwide, 
road crashes kill more people than malaria and 
have nearly reached the global fatality levels 
of tuberculosis, says Emma MacLennan

– joined with ten other non-profits and services actively engaged in 
building fire and road rescue capacity in countries facing the greatest 
challenges. Fire Aid is a UK non-profit whose member organisations 
have been donating vehicles, equipment and training to over 30 
countries around the globe in need of emergency rescue assistance.

Tajikistan is one of those countries. Here, EASST works in 
partnership with a very resourceful local NGO, the Young Generation 
of Tajikistan, whose training of young road safety advocates in a 
high-risk district of Dushanbe has succeeded in cutting road injuries. 
Tajikistan is a country of youth: 70 per cent of the population is 
under 30. It also has a per capita road fatality rate over six times 
higher than the UK, despite a tiny vehicle fleet (fewer than half a 
million motorised vehicles for a population of eight million). 

One reason for this high fatality rate is lack of capacity for road 
rescue. Fewer than 11 per cent of seriously injured road victims are 
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transported to hospital by ambulance. Most are, at best, bundled 
into passing vehicles by whoever is at hand, then taken to the highly 
motivated but poorly equipped trauma centres. The one I visited in 
Dushanbe in February had no spinal boards, and just 10 sparsely 
kitted out ambulances, most of which were over 20 years old. 

In early November a team from Fire Aid, the Staffordshire 
Emergency Services Humanitarian Aid Association (SESHAA) 
and Focus Humanitarian Aid travelled to the Pamir region of 
Tajikistan to train fire and rescue services and supply them with 
much-needed equipment. In Tajikistan they were bound for 
Khorog – where flooding and landslides in July displaced many 
thousands of people and caused widespread devastation.

The very poorly paved and rutted road they took 
skirted the border with Afghanistan along a river banked 
by high mountains, a journey described by Julie Utting, 
Fire Aid team member, as: “Simply terrifying.” 

The poor road conditions were exacerbated by one of the 
drivers, who – despite protests – took blind corners at speed 
and persisted in using his mobile phone at the wheel. At one 
point they squeezed past an articulated lorry transporting a 
crane on a low loader. Just a few kilometres later that lorry left 
the road, crashing into the river below and killing the driver. 
It could so easily have been a vehicle from our convoy. 

The Fire Aid project has now supplied spine boards and 
other medical equipment, firefighting equipment and training, 

both in Dushanbe and Khorog. Next year it plans to return 
with much more, including vehicles. It will also provide 
weeks of training in road crash extrication, river rescue and 
(importantly) effective multi-agency emergency response. 

A core aim of Fire Aid partner projects is to build 
resilience. In Moldova, where partners Operation Florian, 
the World Rescue Organisation, Blythswood Care and 
EASST have been working with local services for two years, 
national road rescue capacity has more than doubled. 

Local fire services can point to many survivors extricated 
from vehicles who, without the equipment and training 
received, would have added to Moldova’s fatality rate. 

Moldovan emergency services have embraced this training 
and have collaborated fully in order to achieve the highest 
standards of emergency response. Fire Aid members are carrying 
out similar projects in Nepal, Pakistan, Kenya, Macedonia, 
Thailand, Ukraine, Russia and many other countries. 

Of course, road injury reduction will be competing with other 
important development goals for attention – such as poverty 
reduction, quality education, clean water and reduced inequalities. 
But safer roads and sustainable cities have a direct link with disaster 
risk reduction and greater resilience to global hazards. The work 
carried out by Fire Aid partners is certainly contributing in these 
important areas. 

 ■ www.fire-aid.org; www.easst.co.uk

Main picture: The dangerous 
roads in the Pamir region 
of Tajikistan; Left: EASST 
working with children 
in Ukraine; Above: 
extrication training
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