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Putting technology 
at work

UNITAR operational satellite applications programme - UNOSAT is active in three conti-
guous areas: Humanitarian Aid and Emergency Response, Human Security, and Strate-
gic Territorial Planning. In each of these we mobilize the research and innovation skills 
within our team and throughout our partnerships to unleash the potential of satellite 
applications and geospatial information.

Each year UNOSAT publishes a brief illustrating achievement and results in one or more 
of the application areas in which we have reached excellence. This year’s topic is rapid 
mapping for humanitarian aid and emergency response.

Thanks to our dedicated donors and supporters, UNOSAT has since 2003 operated a 
24/7 service open to the international humanitarian community to access dedicated 
geospatial information and in-field technical assistance in all humanitarian emergency 
response operations both in conflicts and complex emergencies and in the occurrence 
of natural disasters. This brief illustrates facts and figures from the year 2009.
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DISLAIMER
The designations employed and the presentation of material in this publication do not imply the expression 
of any opinion whatsoever on the part of the Secretariat of the United Nations concerning the legal status 
of any country, territory, city or area or of its authorities, or concerning the delimitation of its frontier or 
boundaries or regarding its economic system or degree of development. 
Readers are encouraged to quote or reproduce materials from this publication but UNITAR requests due 
acknowledgement and a copy of the publication. This brief is available from www.unitar.org/unosat.
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At UNITAR we value applied research as much as training 
and services. To carry out our mission we strive to gene-
rate bodies of knowledge that we transfer to thousands 
of beneficiaries each year. In some of these, technology 
plays a prime role. Our Department of Research is tasked 
with imagining, developing and applying new ideas and 
new methodologies to help us help the United Nations 
and its member states go from good to great. The UNITAR 
Operational Satellite Applications Programme (UNOSAT) is 
a luminous example of the continuum linking technology, 
novelty and operational solutions.

The specialised field of satellite applications is a fascina-
ting and fast developing field in which we chose to embark 
on a unprecedented challenge: that of building solutions 
starting from the real user needs to which we respond by 
integrating the best available technology and the most ef-
fective result oriented methodologies.

Today UNOSAT is a reliable centre of excellence at the heart 
of the United Nations, capable to cater for communities of 
users in the domains of humanitarian aid, human security, 
and development planning.  A network of scientific and 
private sector partners work with us and prides itself in ac-
companying us in our unique mission.

The future is promising and paved with excellent oppor-
tunities for synergy with all those entities in the UN family 
that, like UNITAR, put results and professionalism before 
anything else.

This year’s Brief on UNOSAT is dedicated to humanitarian 
rapid mapping, an essential part of a whole on which we 
intend to continue to work hard with the support of all of 
you.

I wish you a good reading.

Carlos Lopes
United Nations Assistant Secretary-General
UNITAR Executive Director

Foreword
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The work of UNOSAT is about harnessing edge technology, in both satellite remote sensing 
and GIS, to produce geospatial information to feed systems and user groups within the 
United Nations family and its Member States. The originality of the UNOSAT paradigm is 
that it does not proceed from space science to applications for potential user groups, but 
rather works from the needs of identified user systems and beneficiaries back to the most 
appropriate technology to generate the solutions sought. 

2009 stands as a highlight year in UNOSAT history with several successes and one overall 
change of strategic significance: the level of integration of geospatial information by users 
has shifted to include the UN senior management in charge of making strategic decisions. 
This shows how making informed decisions depends also on obtaining correct geographic 
information. This is particularly true in the case of humanitarian crises and relief opera-
tions.

Introduction
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In the new climate of modernization of the UN 
system, in line with the spirit of innovation that 
permeates UNITAR, UNOSAT  is a clear example 
of a new way to build efficient services and 
keep the UN ahead of the technology curb. 
UNOSAT has become one example of a mo-
dern UN capacity for geospatial information, 
centrally positioned within the UN system and 
providing tangible support to UN agencies, 
programmes and offices worldwide especially 
in the field. An increasing number of Member 
States among which donors themselves have come to rely on the work of UNOSAT.  Today 
it is a documented fact that satellite imagery is a rapid source of information over large 
areas and remote territories, capable of generating workable information on locations not 
accessible due to logistical limitations or security restrictions.

In 2009 the UNOSAT humanitarian rapid mapping capacity was activated 40 times, the 
first time in January and the last time in December.   
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History

Figure 1: Number of rapid mapping activations per year (2003-2009)

While raw satellite imagery may be obtained from a variety of sources, UNOSAT uses only 
publicly available scientific and commercial imagery. Imagery is either purchased directly 
from vendors or obtained via bilateral agreements with countries and entities such as 
the Humanitarian Information Unit (HIU) of US Department of State, the European Space 
Agency (ESA), and the International Charter on Space and Major Disasters. The latter ac-
counts for approximately 30% of all satellite imagery used by UNOSAT concerning natural 
disasters (the Space Charter can only be activated in case of major natural disasters). In 
2009 UNOSAT was officially designated by the Space Charter Operational Board as “User 
Intermediary” for the UN system, which enables UNOSAT to trigger this mechanism based 
on requests for assistance coming from UN operational agencies. 

In working with the Charter mechanism since 2003, UNOSAT helped the user commu-
nity and the Charter founding members to better know and understand each other. This 
valuable initiative brings humanitarian actors and sometimes decision makers in contact 
with the world of the space community, normally rather removed from the international 
humanitarian community. Thanks to the work of UNOSAT and other non-UN information 

UNOSAT rapid mapping activity began in 2003 as a part of our applied research work. 
In the same year, the UN gained access to the International Charter Space and Major 
Disasters (Space Charter, see www.disasterscharter.org). The activity grew rapidly thanks 
to a bottom-up approach designed to work hand in hand with users within the UN fa-
mily and various implementing partners. During this process it was possible to define 
and understand the diverse requirements of geographic information during emergen-
cies (damage and needs assessment, situation mapping, relief coordination in the field, 
situational awareness in no access zones, etc). Figure 1 below illustrates the immediate 
success of this approach with a steep increase of requests from users since 2003. By 
2006 UNOSAT rapid mapping was well known and praised enough to earn our team  
the UN Secretary-General’s “UN21 Award” for outstanding service to the United Nations. 

2003 	 2004 	 2005 	 2006 	 2007  	 2008 	 2009

20

14 15

26

46

35
40
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providers hundreds of maps and analyses carrying the Charter logo have been circulated 
to the international community. Humanitarian users come routinely to UNOSAT in case of 
emergency to request advice and support regarding geospatial information on specific 
cases. Whenever UNOSAT senior experts determine that a certain case is best addressed 
by triggering the Charter mechanism a predetermined procedure is activated which re-
sults in the activation of the Charter. In several cases this is not necessary either because 
UNOSAT possesses already enough data on a certain situation, or because it is not ne-
cessary to trigger the Charter mechanism in its entirety given the size of the emergency 
at hand. This commitment to combining expert advice and professional accountability 
in the relationship with the space community contributes to saving precious human and 
financial resources while enhancing the credibility of the space sector in the eye of the 
humanitarian community and still providing the user with the best solutions.

Facts and Figures

A total of 473,619 maps were down-
loaded for 40 rapid mapping activa-
tions in 2009 (see full list in annex 
1). A rapid mapping activation is one 
tasking (request) of UNOSAT Huma-
nitarian Rapid Mapping linked to a 
specific emergency (natural disaster 
or complex emergency) in a specific 
country/region coming from one or 
more agencies in charge of respon-

ding to the humanitarian consequences of that disaster or crisis. UNOSAT support can 
last from one to several weeks, depending on the type or emergency and the support 
required by the requesting agency. In 2009, the average duration of rapid mapping acti-
vations was 2 to 3 weeks. 

In 2009 UNOSAT continued to develop its capability in the area of human security, conflict 
and complex emergencies, striking a better balance between its work on natural disasters 
and on other humanitarian crises. This decision required effort and determination along 
with the improvement of analytical methods especially in the area of very high resolution 
imagery which UNOSAT has been using at a growing scale. In addition the number of 
expert analysts was increased to ensure adequate focus on conflict analysis and human 
security. As a result, by the end of 2009 rapid mapping activations relating to complex 
emergencies had grown to one-third of the overall rapid mapping work done at UNOSAT. 

The growth and the type of disasters that prompted the activation of the UNOSAT rapid 
mapping service are shown in figures 2 and 3 below.

	 -	40 rapid mapping support to international 
		  humanitarian community
	 -	24 countries covered with 12 in Africa 
	 -	150 maps and satellite based analysis 
		  products 
	 -	473’619 maps and analysis downloaded 
		  on our web site
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Figure 2: breakdown by type of rapid mapping activations

Like in previous years, natural disasters represented two-thirds of all requests addressed 
to UNOSAT for emergency response. As a general rule, requests concerning flood events 
represent the majority of the activations regarding natural disasters, followed by other 
disaster types: earthquakes, storms, volcanic eruptions, landslides and tsunamis.  

Again in 2009, the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) has 
been the entity requesting the most geospatial information and the technical advice 
from UNOSAT. OCHA alone tasked UNOSAT 14 times in 2009, or over one-third of the to-
tal. OCHA was followed by the UN Development Programme (UNDP), the UN Department 
of Safety and Security (UNDSS), the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) and UN 
Children’s Fund (UNICEF).  

Among the taskings over complex emergencies and for human security, human rights 
cases saw an increase in 2009, due in part to increasing collaboration with the Office of 
the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) and with Human Rights Watch. 
UNOSAT was also tasked by the UN Fact Finding Mission on the Gaza Conflict. 

Figure 3: breakdown by requesting entities of rapid mapping activations in 2009
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An emerging trend of increasing importance of geospatial information in humanitarian 
aid has been confirmed in 2009. This is an important development due principally to 
the continuing increase in UNOSAT effectiveness and reliability: in 2009 like in 2008, no 
request originating from the humanitarian community went unanswered by UNOSAT, 
even in the case of simultaneous requests for support in different emergency response 
operations. This in turn led to clearer recognition of the importance of UNOSAT work, 
which generated the conditions for the increase in the funding of the rapid mapping 
service by new donors.

A second trend is that more beneficiaries are being exposed to the experience of using 
geospatial information. This has an effect on the type of requests for geoinformation 
and advice received at UNOSAT; information requirements are becoming more refined 
and specific, putting UNOSAT analytical capacity to the test. In 2009 this challenge was 
beneficial to the team: important quality improvements were possible and new technical 
knowledge was generated to respond to more challenging needs, especially from the 
field.  

As said, 2009 marked a significant increase in activities related to complex emergencies 
and human rights cases. This work is more intense and time-consuming, which required 
internal capacity development and extra effort by the team to deliver on time high-qua-
lity information with significantly smaller margins of uncertainty. This factor has played a 
role in shaping the UNOSAT response capacity and in sharpening the team’s ability to al-
locate work to simultaneous activations: in one instance in 2009 UNOSAT was managing 
seven activations at one time.

Another trend confirmed in 2009 was the increasing demand for GIS-ready layers by user 
entities having their own GIS capability. UNOSAT has therefore continued its traditional 
policy of sharing such data as frequently as possible, especially flood extent GIS-layers, 
depending on the type of licensing imposed by the data providers. UNOSAT is currently 
testing new methods to deliver data automatically over the Internet; the methods are 
known as Web Map Services (WMS) and Web Feature Services (WFS). 

Lastly, UNOSAT has continued its strategy to work on innovation and integrated solutions 
by using position-tagged photographs from the field in online maps as a form of addi-
tional illustration but also as a validation tool. This trend is expected to continue in the 
coming years through the participation in several research activities developing these 
methods.

Trends
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UNOSAT work covers several application areas of which humanitarian rapid mapping is 
perhaps the most visible, but not the only one. To cover all the bases and continue to 
deliver excellence while staying abreast of technological innovation, UNOSAT has chosen 
a resolute team-based approach and a methodology incorporating R&D directly into the 
production cycle. To generate rapid mapping and analyses, for example, the UNOSAT 
production cycle combines a specific mix of individuals with clear tasks performing as 
a team. Each set of skills in geography, remote sensing, geophysics, geopolitics is com-
bined in view of the required result and all experts involved have field experience that 
brings the feel for how challenging the situation can be during operations on the ground. 
This, together with accountability and dedication to the mission and goals of the United 
Nations, makes an important difference and is the distinctive feature of all UNOSAT work. 

UNOSAT concentrates on three coherent user systems. Each system is characterized by 
homogeneous ensembles of user needs and methodological approaches relating to GIS 
and geospatial products. 

Humanitarian Affairs and Relief Coordination 
•	Crisis & Situational Mapping
•	Damage and Impact Assessment

Human Security
•	Monitoring
•	Safety and Security 
•	Human Rights

Territorial Planning and Monitoring
•	Capacity Development & Technical Assistance
•	Project Development & Implementation

The long term vision of UNOSAT is to operate a seamless connect between these three 
user systems depending on the requirements and the operational contexts. In this way 
the area of geospatial information becomes a unifying logic underpinning all phases of 
the disaster management cycle and human security continuum. This gives substance 
and technical credibility to attempts to fill the gap between relief and development, and 
between recovery and sustainable risk reduction and disaster prevention, to mention only 
these. 
This particular strength of UNOSAT builds on the mandate of UNITAR, established by the 
United Nations General Assembly, and derives its credibility from a focus on applied re-
search rather than a topical one. This eliminates traditional limitations caused by thema-
tic mandates and allows UNOSAT to focus on each user group and its needs across the 
entire spectrum of UN mandates and competencies. 
Using this paradigm UNOSAT produces excellence because it is entirely dedicated to ena-
bling innovative geospatial solutions that find their use in agencies and programmes 
carrying out a topical mandate.

Teamwork as a strategic choice
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A flow of applications and data is generated and maintained through all the phases lin-
king emergency to development and planning while users and beneficiaries intervene 
along the process depending on their mandated roles and their specific competencies 
and needs.

New partnerships in 2009

2009 was a strong year for partnership development and the generation of synergy with 
an increasing number of collaborating entities. This was accompanied by a decisive in-
crease in the recognition and trust enjoyed by UNOSAT in 2008 and 2009. 

Several new partnerships are directly aimed at strengthening the Human Security and 
Humanitarian Rapid Mapping capacity, such as in the case of the partnership with the Hu-
manitarian Information Unit of the US Department of State  and also with the European 
Commission Joint Research Centre.

A special agreement between Google and UNOSAT will directly benefit the international 
humanitarian community with a focus on early warning/early action, response prepa-
redness, emergency relief coordination, early recovery, disaster risk reduction and sustai-
nable development.  

CAPACITY DEVELOPMENT
Bringing out the strategic 
value of Remote Sensing

RESEARCH & APPLICATIONS
Human Security Humanita-

rian Aid; Dev. Planning 

TRAINING & METHODOLOGY
Generating and Transferring 

Knowledge
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Progress was made also in the relationship with the International Charter Space and Major 
Disasters. Following a review in 2009 by the Charter Board of the collaboration with the 
UN system, UNOSAT was formally designated as “User Intermediary”, acting as a gateway 
for requesting the activation of the Charter mechanism when it is required to better 
support UN agencies and programmes responding to major disasters. Additional areas of 
interest were identified and acted upon, such as training and awareness.   

The partnership with UNICEF evolved in 2009 with a special agreement with UNICEF’s 
Emergency Programmes, Early Warning & Preparedness (EMOPS-EWP) focusing on ra-
pid mapping support, geo-spatial information management, automatic integration of 
UNOSAT products into UNICEF’s Early Warning Early Action Intranet system, direct access 
from UNICEF Intranet to UNOSAT rapid mapping service, technical assistance to UNICEF 
country offices as well as field deployment of UNOSAT experts.

Some other partnerships were rather aimed at consolidating the UNOSAT strategy of 
innovative integrated solutions able to make a difference in concrete terms and within 
acceptable timeframes. It is the example of UNOSAT collaboration with AnsuR Techno-
logies, a prime technology company from Norway, based on a driver for developing 
geo-tagged field photos managed and distributed in the most cost-efficient manner via 
satellite telecommunications and GSM networks. 

In the same vein, UNOSAT and Novacom of France joined forces with the support of 
the French Space Agency (CNES) to create and test HumaNav, a vehicle fleet manage-
ment and tracking system that offers the unique combination of a powerful and flexible 
software platform and a large variety of hardware types and related telecommunication 
channels. The system offers users enormous flexibility in selecting the most appropriate 
hardware types and communication methods best suited to each local application and 
allows the monitoring of different assets fitted with various hardware types on a single 
screen.

Lastly, some additional partnerships and alliances are aimed at enhancing the capacity 
to reach more beneficiaries with training and capacity development tools as part of the 
UNOSAT area of work grouping territorial planning, capacity development and project 
implementation. More country projects and more training requests required stronger 
partnership. In 2009 ITC, the International Institute for Geoinformation Science and Earth 
Observation based in the Netherlands and UNOSAT signed an agreement opening the 
way to working together on new training offers as well as developing new knowledge in 
the field of geographic information for crisis response and post-crisis reconstruction. 
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The GDACS Satellite Mapping
 Coordination System (SMCS)
In addition to its involvement in the humanitarian sector since 2003, UNOSAT plays a 
front role in the Global Disaster Alert and Coordination System (GDACS), which is a coo-
peration framework between UN OCHA, the European Commission Joint Research Centre 
(JRC), and UNOSAT. GDACS is an innovative and widely praised tool that provides through 
JRC technical support reliable disaster alerts and automatically generated impact esti-
mates following sudden-onset natural, technological and environmental disasters. Beside 
the alert, GDACS provides an efficient coordination mechanism: The Virtual On Site Ope-
rations Coordination Centre (Virtual OSOCC) that provides a specific web-based meeting 
place for each emergency, where all the actors concerned with operations can exchange 
information, download the latest updates and also maps, as well as upload information 
on their expected arrival, customs details, status of deployment and other information. 

Within GDACS, UNOSAT is the focal point for satellite imagery and maps, as well as the 
Chair of the GDACS working group on maps and satellite imagery. In this context UNOSAT 
is developing and testing since 2009 a Satellite Mapping Coordination System (SMCS), as 
shown in figure 4 below, together with GDACS stakeholders. This coordination mecha-
nism facilitates horizontal collaboration instead of a less effective top-down approach.
This creates a space where GIS experts and analysts upload the information they posses 
about satellite tasking, image acquisition for each emergency. The main benefits sought 
are to reduce duplications and improve information dissemination within the satellite 
imagery and mapping community.

Figure 5: Example from SMCS web-interface.
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UNOSAT Humanitarian rapid mapping is today a mature and reliable service recognized 
by all operators and praised by UN member states. The first priority is to guarantee that 
donor support continues to match the trust earned by UNOSAT from the users and that 
the service can continue without interruption in future. Current trends indicate a decisive 
increase in activities and output in 2010 -2011 due to more requests. 

To respond to these challenges, UNOSAT will continue to improve its technical skills and 
production capacity to ensure that the UN and NGO community is assisted timely with 
geospatial information following natural disasters and during complex emergencies. 

Strong links exist between humanitarian rapid mapping and recovery and development 
planning mapping. In the strategic plan of UNOSAT this link means the reinforcement of 
the Human Security application area, which includes geographic information solutions 
for recovery and territorial planning so that the full crisis management is covered and 
beneficiary nations can approach post-crisis planning with a wealth of useful information 
on their territory and the socio-economic data related to it. 

Human rights applications are also being developed after a few years of successful 
examples and experiences. In 2010, with additional support from and in collaboration 
with the MacArthur Foundation, UNOSAT is resolutely developing mapping skills in this 
particular area and operate a connection with migration and protection of civilians. UNO-
SAT works closely with the UN Office for the High Commissioner of Human Rights (OH-
CHR) when applying satellite solutions to human rights thematic. 

A dedicated plan to further strengthen UNOSAT production capacity was launched in 
2009 and will continue in 2010 and 2011 in parallel with a gradual involvement in other 
thematic areas linked to human security and territorial planning, especially vulnerability 
to natural hazards. In addition to increased financial support to implement this plan, 
UNOSAT is seeking to expand in-kind contributions from Member States, including free 
access to satellite imagery, data archives and national expertise.

Future Outlook



Review of case studies

A full list of the 40 emergencies for which UNOSAT humanitarian rapid mapping was ac-
tivated can be viewed at the end of this brief .  Four selected cases are illustrated below. 
These are: floods in Namibia, storms in Vietnam, and complex emergencies in Sri Lanka 
and Gaza Strip. 

Namibia

The 2009 seasonal flooding in Namibia was the worst in over 40 years, surpassing in size 
and impact the already major flood event of 2008. Over 670,000 people were affected, 
more than 30% of Namibia’s total population. According to the Hydrological Services of 
the Namibian Ministry of Agriculture, Water and Forestry (MAWF), with which UNOSAT 
collaborates as a matter of routine, all main rivers experienced significant flooding in 
2009: 

•	Floods in the Cuvelai were the worst in living memory
•	Floods in the Kavango were the worst in 46 years
•	Floods in the Kwando were the worst recorded in more than 40 years
•	Floods in the Zambezi were the worst in 40 years.

Because of the well known vulnerability of these regions to flooding, UNOSAT had pre-
programmed radar satellite imagery in collaboration with MAWF to monitor the onset of 
upstream water and the potential of flooding. This preparedness action enabled quick 
action when the floods occurred; imagery acquisitions were planned with no delay and 
continuing monitoring during the rainy season was put in place. UNOSAT produced nu-
merous geospatial analyses and maps in the context of the International Charter Space 
and Major Disasters. Thanks to frequent updates, national disaster managers and the in-
ternational humanitarian community had precise knowledge of the development of the 
flooding and the possibility to access detailed maps of the areas affected. Flood maps 
were verified in the field and found to be accurate according to the MAWF. 

Credit: GTZ
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This tasking experience showed clearly the importance of preparedness and the value of 
UNOSAT as a centre of excellence for a range of applications from pre-event monitoring 
to rapid response, all in one production cycle aware of the needs of the various users. 

During and after each activation UNOSAT collects and study the feedback of each user. 
According to MAWF, the geospatial information delivered by UNOSAT was useful in  
numerous ways:

•	For decision makers, media and the general public - an ideal tool for visualization  
	 of the extent of the disaster
•	For hydrologists – new insight in the complex drainage system of the rivers, which  
	 contributed greatly to accurate predictions of how floods were behaving downstream
•	For flood management experts – up to date information on flooded and safe areas  
	 for evacuation purposes as well as access roads and navigation channels.

All maps and databases produced during the crisis remain available after the emergency 
phase as a useful record of the extent of the flooding for future urban and land use plan-
ning. The Government of Namibia was particularly aware of this aspect and sent a letter 
in June 2009 thanking UNOSAT for its assistance during the flood and welcoming the 
continuation of the good cooperation in the future. This will also include increased focus 
on capacity development in the country.

Vietnam

In 2009 UNOSAT was called twice to assist the 
UN and some national entities in Vietnam, both 
times due to flood events. Tropical cyclones Sou-
delor and Ketsana hit in July and in September 
respectively. Due to its previous experience in the 
country during similar events, UNOSAT can count 
on a network of national and international actors, 
including the Vietnam National Remote Sensing 
Centre, the Civil Security Search and Rescue Tech-
nique Center, and UNDP Office. In both emergen-

cies UNOSAT had the support of the Space Charter which helped considerably in enabling 
the production of multiple maps and GIS-layers. These were shared with national and UN 
counterparts responding to the disasters. Typically, during tropical storms, cloud-pene-
trating radar satellites are the most useful because they allow the collection of data on 
flood estimates during heavy rainfall, which is not possible with optical satellites that are 
hampered by clouds and darkness.

In most cases where developing countries are involved, it is important for UNOSAT to be 
able to include in the mapping as many details relating to infrastructure as possible, yet 
reliable datasets can often be difficult to obtain. In the case of Vietnam UNOSAT used its 
standing collaboration with Google, which provided detailed road layers. This provided 
UNOSAT analysts with a better view of the flood situation and how it affected the road 
network. 
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Sri Lanka

The 25-year long conflict in Sri Lanka between governmental forces and the Tamil Tigers 
came to an end in May 2009. The final stages of this conflict caused a severe humanita-
rian crisis involving civilian population caught between army forces and the Tamil Tiger 
fighters. After being assigned to a civilian safety zone (CSZ) on a beach on the north-east 
coast of Sri Lanka, civilians found themselves in the cross-fire that caused serious civilian 
losses. The area allocated to displaced civilians on a beach became densely populated 
in a short time while the international humanitarian community had no access, with the 
exception of some assistance from the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC). 
Because of the lack of information on the situation in that area an estimate of the num-
ber of civilians in the CSZ was not available and could not be verified.
To obtain the necessary information OCHA and the UN Resident Coordinator (RC) in Sri 
Lanka requested the assistance of UNOSAT. For this activation UNOSAT used frequent 

acquisitions of commercial very high resolution satellite imagery to produce dedicated 
analytical reports. These were circulated within the UN directly to officials in need of 
appraising the situation, primarily OCHA and the UN RC in Colombo. These reports, inclu-
ding maps and statistics, provided up-to-date information on the damage extent and the 

Figure  6 : map indentifying IDP shelters location and extent

While UNOSAT continues to support Vietnam with rapid mapping, it also focuses on 
in-country capacity development in the use of satellite applications, including satellite 
communications and navigation solutions in addition to satellite imagery. A dedicated 
field mission was undertaken in May 2009, when various telecommunication solutions 
were presented and tested during field exercises.  
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estimated number of civilians and their movements in the area. The UNOSAT estimates 
derived from satellite imagery were later verified to be correct.

The Sri Lanka case was also a vivid demonstration of the power of satellite mapping for 
advocating humanitarian relief in difficult situations. In consultation with OCHA and the 
UN RC a few maps were made available online for advocacy purposes. The UN RC in the 
country had of course informed the government of these maps and their use. After the 
end of the conflict, the civilian population was moved to large IDP camps and UNOSAT 
was in this case requested to provide camp maps for the time when UN agencies were 
awaiting authorization to access the facilities.  

Gaza Strip

 Figure 7 : damage aseesment by location and by type
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From 27 December 2008 to 18 January 2009 intense military operations took place in 
the Gaza Strip. During the conflict, the international humanitarian community had no or 
limited access to the area and objective information on the situation on the ground was 
difficult to obtain. At their demand, UNOSAT helped the UN Relief and Works Agency for 
Palestine Refugees (UNRWA) compile updated damage assessments to help define the 
type of support required to bring relied to the civilian population. The situation was mo-
nitored using detailed satellite imagery, while periodic damage assessment maps were 
created by comparing imagery acquired before the Operation Cast Lead with imagery 
collected during and immediately after the military operations. On the occasion of the 
UN international donor conference in Sharm El-Sheikh in March 2009, UNOSAT released 
a final damage assessment overview for the entire Gaza Strip. After the humanitarian 
rapid mapping conducted during the conflict, UNOSAT was requested by UNDP to assist 
in Early Recovery activities with dedicated damage assessment maps used by the Early 
Recovery Cluster to plan recovery activities and prioritize areas of intervention.
    
On 3 Aril 2009 the President of the Human Rights Council established the United Nations 
Fact Finding Mission on the Gaza Conflict, pursuant to Resolution S-9/1 of the Human 
Rights Council (HRC). The Fact Finding mission requested UNOSAT to provide assistance 
with geospatial analysis over specific zones in several thematic areas identified by the 
Mission itself. After briefing the Mission team prior to their departure, the objective of 
UNOSAT work was to provide factual information on the time at which certain buildings 
were damaged and quantitative assessments of the damage caused to some types of 
facilities. A detailed report was submitted to the Mission which was used as reference 
material in the final report of the UN Fact Finding Mission on the Gaza Conflict.
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Annex 1: List of humanitarian rapid mapping activations in 2009 (TOTAL 40)

Month

January

February

March

April

May

June

July

August

September

October

November

December

Country/region

Gaza

Somalia

Mozambique

Namibia

Sri Lanka

Zambia

Somalia

Nepal

DRC

Afghanistan

Angola

Somalia

Sudan

China

Pakistan

Sri Lanka

Vietnam

Kenya

Benin

Sudan

Gaza

Ecuador

Burkina Faso

Kazakhstan

Niger

Mauritania

Senegal

Philippines

Vietnam

Peru

Indonesia

Samoa

American Samoa

Canada

Guinea

El Salvador

Uruguay

Kenya

Yemen

Sri Lanka

Disaster type

Complex emergency

Complex emergency

Flood

Flood

Complex emergency

Floods

Complex emergency

Exercise

Volcano

Flood

Flood

Complex emergency

Flood

Landslide

Complex emergency

Complex emergency

Storm

Complex emergency

Floods

Floods

Complex emergency

Complex emergency

Floods

Exercise

Floods

Floods

Floods

Storm

Storm

Exercise

Earthquake

Tsunami

Tsunami

Exercise

Complex emergency

Storm

Floods

Complex emergency

Complex emergency

Floods
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Contact information
UNOSAT’s Humanitarian Rapid Mapping hotline can be reached 24/7 on +41 76 487 4998
E-mail requests in emergency should be sent to emergencymapping@unosat.org
Information and enquiries: unosat@unitar.org
Homepage & News: www.unitar.org/unosat 
Map dissemination: www.unosat.org
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