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In recent years, numerous resources mention that CSOs will become one
of the determinative factors of the 21st century. It is true that the importance of
CSOs and what is expected of them has increased as their strength and capac-
ity is better understood. Democratization, parallelled with civilianization, edu-
cation and cultural enrichment, brings upon a consciousness among people
where they reach a state of mind for protecting their rights, rights of people
they never met and even the right of survival for all living things on the sur-
face of the planet that we all share. Great duty and responsibility falls upon the
shoulders of CSOs and the dynamics of civil iniatives organized within socie-
ty.

In the final years of the 20th century, people have ceased to expect every-
thing from the official governmental institutions, and have begun to see that
by utilizing their own scope and initiative, coordinating their own resources,
and by directing these resources to benefit society, not only great value can be
added to society itself, but that CSOs can have a significant effect

We can evaluate civil society movements within the notion of “active cit-
izenship” in the simplest terms, and define it as: respecting others, innovative
and avant garde problem solving, creating the means to take action, taking
action by one’s inner energy, and organizing groups of people to give societal
support to those members of society that are less fortunate.

The mission of CSOs in the framework of the purpose they choose to
serve, is to engage in proactive work with the aim of being collective and
formative, thus minimizing the damage to which society may be exposed. In
addition, they must be an effective power in completing the delays and defi-
ciencies in areas that serves public welfare, and support government institu-
tions when appropriate. To give an example, the purpose of the Foundation of
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Education Volunteers in Turkey, is not to serve as an alternative to the Ministry
of Education, but to support the ministry. Another example is TURMEPA, the
Turkish Society for Clean Seas. The nationwide activity to achieve cleaner
seas organized by TURMEPA, is not to do the jobs of the Ministry of
Transport or the Ministry of the Environment, but to contribute to the welfare
to by using civil initiative. The same can be said for the Society to Support
Contemporary Life, Street Children Society, and the Society of the Disabled
and hundreds of other CSOs. Another example is that of the AKUT Search &
Rescue Association. AKUT, in its chosen voluntary and civilian mission, sup-
ports the General Directorate for Civil Defense and other associated institu-
tions in emergencies and natural disasters.

CSOs move dynamically and quickly with a horizon-expanding vision
and support the government in situations where government services, are
insufficient, delayed, or simply unable to be reached by the government.

We can only speak of a balanced and healthy democracy if the public and
the private sectors operate in collaboration with tertiary sector CSOs. This is
because in a properly functioning democracy, an elected parliament and cabi-
net work together with appointed officials to correctly and effectively allocate
and use national resources to serve national interests. It is the prime duty of
governments to coordinate these resources. Yet, to keep up with the fast and
dynamic changes of our time, however well-intentiond the government may
be, it may not always prove possible for the large, organized, but cumbersome
power of government. At this point, CSOs that voluntarily take over the role
and responsibility of supplementing, and filling in the blanks that have
escaped the eye, hence minimizing economic and social loss. At the same
time, CSOs also serve as a civilian audit, within legal limits, to constitutional
duties assigned to governments.

CSOs are in the position of taking on important roles in national devel-
opment, as they are very open to self-development and are able to move quick-
ly and dynamically. In fact, there are numerous Turkish CSOs that are very
effective and successful during these times. What we have to do, is to increase
the number and effectiveness of CSOs that we possess, and to support our cit-
izens in becoming more influential and active individuals with regards to their
own future. This is because a developed civil society both individualizes its
citizens and also encourages them to be more society-oriented. In addition, it
reminds citizens of their responibilities and teaches them their rights.

In modern societies wishing to enjoy a common way of life, within civic
responsibility, to struggle and to work for the benefit of individuals less fortu-
nate then oneself is a very respected and accepted activity. Societies should be
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strengthened via education, role modelling and rewarding of its citizens; by
the knowledge and responsibility of being a citizen and utilizing this in every
opportune moment.

We must not forget the most essential message here: an organized socie-
ty is a strong society.

The history of the active use of CSOs in natural disasters goes back hun-
dreds of years to previous experiences. In the time of the Ottoman Empire, as
most buildings were built of wood, one of the greatest disasters that Istanbul
could face were fires, and against that threat, young men organized themselves
into pump squads.

Similarly, in Japan, volunteer fire fighters organized in neighborhoods
are known to have existed for hundreds of years.

What society can do in natural disasters is far greater than what is fath-
omed. Painful experiences from the past has proven this a number of times.

The Community Emergency Response Team (CERT) in the United
States, defined as SDRT (Society Disaster Response Team) in Turkey, is a very
efficient “readiness for society-based disasters” model and developed from
solidarity and volunteering among neighbors, relatives and colleagues.

The ability of the Japanese people abiility to recover from numerous dis-
asters, living in the riskiest area in the world when it comes to earthquakes, is
derived from their sensitivity and resistance to disasters. The Japanese people
have learned through surviving nmany natural disasters, to move with societal
solidarity and an understanding of volunteerism as well individualism. When
this was noticed by the Americans, it was taken very seriously.

When the Los Angeles Fire Department (LAFD) attended the rescue
efforst in the immediate aftermath of the 1985 Kobe earthquake, the first thing
they witnessed were a homogenous society firmly clasped together. In partic-
ular, solid neighborhood relationships serve as an insurance policy against dis-
asters. In a neighborhood scale, neighbors are educated and trained in fire
extinguishing, basic search and rescue, first aid and mass evacuation.

Again in September 1985, a major earthquake hit Mexico City. In the dis-
aster where ten thousand people died and more than thirty thousand were
injured, the high number of people volunteering to help out in the search and
rescue efforts has come to attention. During the relief efforts in the first 15
days after the disaster, 800 people were rescued with the help of volunteers,
and unfortunately some volunteers have lost their lives.
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On the contrary to Japan, these lost volunteers have lost their lives due to
inexperience and the lack of training. Experts thereby notice two essential
facts; the unstoppable force of volunteer rescue efforts after disasters in large
cities and at the same time, the death and injuries caused by undisciplined vol-
unteering.

Returning home after their experiences in Japan and Mexico, the new
goal of the LAFD was to create a strong societal infrastructure and increase
standards in order to utilize the power volunteer rescue efforts during catas-
trophes.

The most important point here, is the sustainability of increasing social
responsibility and knowledge in order to push societal contribution to process
of disaster readiness. This situation is resolved by using these experiences, and
commonizing SDRT training within the said society.

What was created by the LAFD after the Mexico earthquake of 1985, was
raised and developed to national level by the Federal Emergency Management
Agency (FEMA). FEMA organized SDRT courses enabling the organization
of the contribution made by civilians during disasters and integrating them
into the overall rescue operation. A such SDRT model is increasingly accept-
ed.

The most important underlying reason for this is that in the first 72 hours
after the destructive force of disaster hitting a region, there is a good chance
that help would not have arrived. During these first 72 hours, the inhabitants
of the region using their own initiative to commence search and rescue is cirit-
ical in saving lives in the first few, and most vital, hours after disaster has
struck. It is thus observed in almost all mass disasters, that at the very least, if
society has been exposed to some basic rescue training, then until expert res-
cue teams arrive at the scene, people can be very efficient during the first 72
hours where they have to look after themselves.

This training was first offered in Turkey by us after we sent three instruc-
tors to the U.S. with the aim of training after the 1999 earthquake in Gölcük.
We adapted this training to Turkey by shortening it with the help of the
Bogazici University to Society Disaster Volunteers (SDV). After this inititiave
by AKUT, other Turkish institutions were also trained in the U.S. and thus par-
ticipated in the process.

The entire world has grasped the vitality of decreasing the effects of nat-
ural disasters and the importance of increasing the knowledge of younger gen-
erations of protection. Adults may resist may relating disastrous events to fate,
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younger generations are enlightened by the training the receive in school and
hence direct their parents to learn and change.

The most important point that needs to be kept in mind is, that societies
with a high understanding of solidarity are able to handle and survive the most
dangerous and destructive natural disasters with minimum loss with correct
information, education, training and raising consciousness.

Finally, I’d like to present you a cross-section of the work that we have
done as AKUT. Until today (August 2008), we have actively taken a role in
478 search and rescue operations and have saved 733 lives, domestic and
abroad. By continuously delivering seminars across Turkey, we are raising
consciousness among hundreds of thousands of our citizens and demonstrat-
ing what to do before, during and after a natural disaster. To serve this very
purpose, with a mobile earthquake training project, a specially equipped trail-
er (TIR) has completed a 130-day road-trip across the country. With this proj-
ect, we are raising societal knowledge of earthquakes via the use of instruction
booklets, internet, media, seminars, plays and educational videos.

On the other hand, with units deployed at 18 locations around the coun-
try, we are working to minimize the loss of lives during emergencies and nat-
ural disasters.

In this sense, originating from basic values such as the notion of citizen-
ship, civic and social responsibility, love for people and country; we are
increasing and sustaining services offered by our trained, educated, and
equipped volunteers.

I believe that AKUT and other examples around the world can easily be
applied in the same or similar manner by the countries and the peoples of
Africa. What is essential is to correctly identofiy local risks and necessities,
create applicable, sustained, continuous work also involving children, and to
create organized dynamics within society in coordination with government
agencies, started by civil, self-initiative.
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