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Additional case study 
 
 
Inter-organizational networks for international disaster relief 
 
This case looks at how humanitarian aid organizations might mobilize resources controlled by 
commercial counterparts when setting up logistics projects in response to disasters. Two 
organizations are under consideration: the International Federation Red Cross (IFRC) and the 
maritime transport operator W Wilhelmsen Group (WW). The two organizations have no direct 
relationship at present; the case posits a scenario on how IFRC could utilize the permanent 
resource network of WW on the assumption that the two actors develop a business relationship in 
the future.  
 
The case starts from the realisation that the two organizations control and have access to 
considerable resources in and around the seaport that supports Kuala Lumpur (KL) in Malaysia.  
WW’s resources centre on three main business segments: ocean transport services, maritime 
services, and logistics services. They have access to a wide number of ports in the Asia-Pacific 
region and a local presence through offices (including one in KL) and dedicated personnel that 
operate across national borders. These staff control WW’s cargo handling and transportation 
services via a large fleet of vehicles including sea, air and road transport.  
 
The Logistics Emergency Response Unit (LERU) of IFRC is split three ways, with regional units 
established in Dubai, KL and Panama. This gives operational responsibility to staff with more local 
knowledge and proximity to affected areas, while the organization’s Geneva headquarters 
manages the global function and centralised logistics service needed to support relief work. The 
KL-based LERU controls a warehouse close to the seaport which holds stocks of basic relief items 
for 20,000 households. Transport in and out of the warehouse is organised by the LERU. At 
present, different transporters and transport modes are used. Gaining access to these resources 
at the time they are requested (typically at very short notice) poses a great challenge. The price of 
transport often increases due to high demand and capacity constraints. 
 
The logic behind building a relationship between IFRC and WW is that the ‘roll-on, roll-off’ vessels 
of WW are well suited to transport the typical relief cargoes distributed by IFRC. Moreover, this 
ocean transport can be augmented with other multimode transport types including air and truck 
fleets. WW’s access to a wide network of terminals and extra storage facilities could also be made 
available. Gaining access to all these resources via a single supplier would simplify the task of the 
LERU significantly, if only the two organizations could be properly geared up for working together. 
So how might this be facilitated? 
 
Awaleh and Jahre (2009) suggest that it is not enough to invest in physical resources like 
warehouses, vehicles and relief items. Just as important as part of a ‘preparedness strategy’ are 
investments in what they term ‘organizational resources’ such as IORs. In order for IFRC to make 
the most effective use of WW in response to a local disaster, the two organizations must have in 
place a relationship that encourages interaction between the counterparts so that physical and 
organizational resources can be organized, adapted and used in a coherent manner.  
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Strategic interaction implies that selected business units from IFRC and WW engage in two-way 
communication to develop a collective view as to why and how to best combine resources. For 
instance IFRC and WW headquarters would be responsible for maintaining a global dialogue while 
interacting internally with other business units to form a unified view across each dispersed 
organization, leaving the KL LERU and WW’s KL offices to become involved in local discussions. 
 
For the non-profit organization to succeed in mobilising resources from the commercial firm, they 
will have to encourage WW to develop a preparedness strategy of their own. This strategy will 
need to describe how and when key resources would be made available to the other party since 
the same resources are likely to be required in other (purely commercial) IORs. The network 
linkages of WW may also become important as IFRC sees to make use of the indirect 
relationships (i.e. those between WW and its suppliers and partners such as rail operators). Such 
organizations could become available to IFRC through their core relationship with WW.  
 
Of course, a major challenge in such a proposed set of relationships is the differing requirements 
of profit versus non-profit organizations when it comes to working together on a given project. 
Thus while the idea of a preparedness strategy is appealing in principle, in practice it might be 
rather more difficult in practice to set up such a network in readiness to respond to global crises. 
 
Source: Awaleh, F & Jahre, M (2009) Temporary and permanent networks – mobilising resources 
for international disaster relief, Paper presented at 4th Meeting of the IMP Group in Asia, Kuala 
Lumpur, December 10-12th. 
 
Questions suggested by the case include: 
 

1. How practical does the idea of setting up a temporary disaster relief network based on the 
more permanent networks of IFRC and WW seem to you?  

2. Drawing on your knowledge of managing network stakeholder relationships, can you 
suggest some ways in which such an idea could be made to work? 

3. What might be the benefits and drawbacks of such an exercise for the various stakeholders 
involved? 
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