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Lessons learned about health information system in tsunami
disaster in Thailand, 2004.

Executive Summary

Background: The tsunami that ravaged the southem provinces of Thailand
on December 26, 2003 brought great loss in terms of human lives,
economics, and the environment. Thailand was applauded by several
countries by how the country handled the situation, particularly regarding
public health and generosity by the public. However, there are lessons that
can be learnt so that communities will be better prepared for future
disasters that may occur in Thailand. Until now, there are still problems in
rehabilitation and social welfare due to lack of information and effective
management,

Objectives: To synthesize lessons that can be learnt regarding health
information systems (HIS) during the tsunami and to recommend concepts
of health information systemns for potential disasters in Thailand.

Methods: During December 26, 2004 and September 30, 2005, data were
collected from several sources included press media (such as tslevision,
radio, and newspaper), seminars, workshops, and meetings, electronic
data files and reports from health services, and face to face interviews of
users and providers of health information from 6 southern provinces
(government officers 39, volunteer 12, researchers 5, and victims 8).
Administrative personnel and academics involved in management of the
tsunami from affected areas were invited to a meeting to provide comments
regarding lessons learnt. The knowledge about HIS was obtained from

seminars, workshops, meetings, interviews, and literature reviews. Both



lessons |learnt and knowledge gained were synthesized in order to develop
a concept of HIS for disasters in Thailand. The results were improved
according to the comments from experts and personnel that involved in
tsunami.

Results: The two major findings of HIS were as follows:

1. Problems and obstacles.

Decision makers in the Ministry of Public Health could not evaluate
the magnitude and severity of disaster while the tsunami was occurring.
Reasons included no valid information from any institute, failure of the
telephone system, and lack of available personnel due to occurrence of the
tsunami on a weekend. Central and local command stations were urgently
established. The permanent secretary deputy for each province was
assigned to supervise their affected areas. The problems were found as
follows:

1.1 Medical service; problems were encountered in all steps including,
registration, identification, referring, and reporting. There was no central
information centre for data collection, analysis, and reporting. n
management perspective, an overall picture of the situation at the regional
level was inadequate. There was lack of essential data. An effective
coordination among organizations was also inadequate. These problems
lead to difficulties in planning. Furthermore, there were problems regard to
medical supplies and donation including transport, registration, and
allocation and usage.

1.2 Disease surveillance system: There was no guideline or model
from previous disasters to use during the tsunami. The system was ad hoc,

thus there was no data linkage with database of medical service systems.



Data collection methods differed by affected areas. The methods
depended on capabilities and facilities of each area.
2. Recommendation for concept of a HIS for disaster in Thailand

Thailand should have a national policy. The main issues are:
systematic equipment and technotogy that Thailand can afford; responsible
organizations in all levels; and communication system. Databases should
be linked within and across levels in the whole country. In addition, data
management, analysis, and reporting should be clearly defined in each
network.  Finally, lessons learnt and knowledge gained should be
concluded from each disaster for better preparedness in the future. The
HIS should be flexible and contain sufficient data for making decision but
not too many variables that may affect speed and flexibility. Since it can be
linked with other relevant database, confidentiality is another important
issue that needs to be addressed in order to respect the privacy of
individuals. The keys of networking are systematic architecture and
management. There are at least 3 networks that should be linked as
follows.

2.1 Medical Service System: All stakeholders should be invited to
come to an agreement in regard to what kind of information is necessary.
Variables depend on the type of disaster, the characteristics of victims,
relationships between networks, and variables that need to be transferred
or linked with other databases in the network.

2.2 Disease Surveillance System: This system should have a clear
objective. The case definition should be clearly defined so that it can be
used practically. Manuals should be readily available. There should be full

time assignment of personnel who are responsible for this information

St



system both at the local and central levels of government. Central
assistance should be available at all times in case of any difficulty is
encountered by local staff. A centre for data management should be
established as it will increase the capability of detecting an cutbreak. A
database of each type of disaster should be specified,

2.3 Supporting System Network: A central command and coordination
centre should be established in affected areas. The centre should have
authorization to command and use budget under disaster situation and be
prepared to work all day during critical periods. The database in this
centre should cover at least 2 parts. The first one is personnel, Any
individual, employee or volunteer, should be registered so that
management of manpower can be executed effectively and appropriately.
The second part concerns donations, particularly medicine. The centre
should coordinate and manage medical supplies in order to balance
supply and demand.

Recommendation: The HIS that should be done in chorological event order
is as follows:
1. Before disaster

1.1 Content: This should be defined by all stakeholders. Topics should

include risk assessment, knowledge/expert groups, and GIS/GPS.

1.2 Information  management: This should include searching,

screening, determining topic, linking data, developing new
knowledge, and maintaining system.

2. During disaster



2.1 Victims and affected population data: At least risk, data should
include risk groups, the injured, patients with disaster-related
diseases, and the diseased. -

2.2 Pharmacy data: This shouid cover drug sending, receiving,
distribution, and usage/returning.

2.3 Disease surveillance data: This should cover data management
center, database, and diseases related to the disaster.

2.4 Coordination and command data: This should cover manpower,
shelter, equipment/donation/pharmacy, and coordination
information.

2.5 Overall incident; This should cover magnitude of disaster, such as
victims, affected area, and rescue priority.

3. After disaster

3.1 Rehabilitation/social welfare

3.2 Research
For official public announcement, appropriate method should be

determined for each target group {annunciator, content, time, press).

There are some important issues that are not mentioned in this
report and need to be addressed so that HIS can be effective. These
issues include: national policy, working commitiees; appropriate
technology for database management; practice and development plans of
HIS; appropriate technology for communication/geographic infarmation
system and back up system; HIS model that include all stakeholders; risk
assessment and vulnerability assessment, knowledge preparedness and
awaréness of popuiation; and modification of existing regulations/ftaws for

effective disaster rnanagement.
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THAI AM COORDINATOR TEAM

(update 26 April 2005)
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