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Abstract

When consular emergencies happen – in which a considerable number of nationals are affected by a disaster while abroad – it is

not clear what affected citizens and their relatives can and cannot expect from their government. Meanwhile, governments have to

contend with issues of distance and the inability to exercise their authority on-the-ground. In such complex, multi-actor and often

multi-national settings, one cannot measure governmental emergency management by the same yardsticks used to assess domestic

emergency management performance. This article develops an evaluation framework that is tailored to large-scale consular

emergencies. We operationalise six key response functions into indicators, which provide a more nuanced perspective on

governments’ performance in an emergency. The relevance of the framework is illustrated with reference to case study vignettes

from British, Swedish and Australian responses to three major consular emergencies: the 2002 Bali bombings, 2004 Indian Ocean

tsunami, and 2006 evacuations from war-stricken Lebanon.

# 2011 Policy and Society Associates (APSS). Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

1. The challenge of consular emergencies

Governments face a large-scale consular emergency when a number of their nationals are significantly affected by a

disaster, mass violence or other major disruptive events while abroad. In contemporary mass travel societies, consular

emergencies are accidents waiting to happen but it is difficult to predict when, where or how any particular one will

occur. The key policy challenge for government in such an event is how to fulfil the classic protective functions of the

state vis-à-vis its citizens when it cannot wield externally the sovereign powers it has within its own territory; and

physical and jurisdictional ‘distance’ complicate the elementary processes of emergency response. This article

constructs a framework for evaluating government performance during consular emergencies and demonstrates its

practical relevance by presenting empirical illustrations from three diverse cases.

While foreign policy and diplomacy are an inevitable component of any kind of consular emergency response, they

are seldom at its heart. The core concerns – protecting, caring for and repatriating one’s own citizens – are rather part

and parcel of conventional domestic emergency management even though the foreign ministry is often designated to

lead the response. However, unlike in domestic emergencies, governments have to contend with the challenge of
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operating outside national boundaries in a possibly geographically distant location. This international setting for what

is essentially a domestic emergency constrains governments. They have to take into account the governments of the

country or countries in which the emergency has occurred. Their actions may also be shaped by pressures arising from

actions of other foreign governments that are likewise staging responses directed at their own citizens. Furthermore,

while consular policy as defined by the 1963 ‘Vienna convention on consular relations’ remains a national issue

between a government and its citizens, supranational institutions such as the European Union are becoming more

involved in many areas of domestic policy including consular affairs. Although there is as yet no move toward a joint

European Union consular service beyond reciprocal agreements between member-states, there is some cooperation

and increasing communication between EU member-states during emergencies, for example, an EU Council Working

Group on Consular Cooperation (COCON); and in 2006 a European Commission ‘Green Paper on Diplomatic and

consular protection of Union citizens in third countries’ was drawn up for consideration (COM (2006) 712) resulting in

a 2007-2009 ‘Action plan’ (COM(2007)767).

One key problem in assessing consular emergency responses is that there are almost no national policy frameworks

for this type of contingency. Generic consular policy guidelines are now easily accessible on most governments’

websites, clearly stating what governments can or cannot do for their citizens abroad. However, what citizens can

expect from their governments during a major emergency abroad is left unspecified. A rare exception to the prevailing

informal, convention-based practices can be found in Sweden, where a ‘Consular Disaster Act’ became effective from

August 2010. Its origins lay in the 2004 tsunami disaster which left more than 500 Swedes dead and many more

injured, followed 18 months later by the conflict in Lebanon from which several thousand Swedish citizens were

evacuated. After two major consular incidents in short succession, Swedish lawmakers decided a more systematic

framework was needed. The Act asserts that the state will be prepared and willing to intervene in a situation that affects

its citizens. However it also stipulates that citizens are responsible for paying for evacuation or health care received in

large-scale emergencies just as in individual cases. The Act provides a framework of intent but does not specify the

kind of concrete and consistent goal-set that classic approaches to policy evaluation presume.

More specific laws and regulations may also be amended during or immediately following a major consular

emergency. The mass evacuation of 15,000 Canadian citizens from Lebanon, including a number of dual Lebanese–

Canadian citizens permanently residing in Lebanon, sparked a debate in Canada which put a review of dual citizenship

law and policy onto the political agenda. Likewise, in the aftermath of the tsunami the British authorities announced

that the seven-year period that families had to wait before a missing person could be declared legally dead could be

reduced to one year if the family could prove the missing person had been in an affected area at the time of the tsunami

(Department for Constitutional Affairs, 2005).

Their low-frequency/potentially high-impact status, the lack of clear policy frameworks, the significant situational

constraints and the influence of external actors combine to make consular emergency response operations a

particularly challenging target of evaluation exercises. Moreover, there are strategic choices and dilemmas aplenty. To

name but a few: What matters most in responding to the outbreak of war abroad: smooth repatriation of affected

citizens or maintaining constructive relations with the now warring governments? A speedy but improvised evacuation

effort or a slower but more robustly planned one? Working in tandem with other nations, including the sharing of

embassy personnel and relief resources, or going at it alone and even competing for scarce on-site assets? How far and

to what depth does the government responsibility extend? Is it enough to simply move citizens into the closest

available safe area or neighbouring country, or should they be given safe passage all the way home? Who should bear

the costs of consular emergency preparedness and response operations?

As for the ultimate arbiters of consular crisis response effectiveness, the ‘clients’, i.e., the directly affected citizens

and their families, may seem likely candidates to fulfil this function. However, their assessment of effectiveness is

largely based on the public actions of the government, as they are not privy to the diplomacy, negotiations and

decision-making component of the consular response. Furthermore, the experiences and post hoc judgments of those

receiving assistance vary widely. This is partly because of the lack of uniform expectations as to the level or quality of

assistance that can be reasonably expected, and partly because of fragmented, patchy service provision on-the-ground.

It also depends whether individuals assessing ‘success’ ultimately favour quantity or quality: do they value the fact that

their government manages to evacuate all 5000 of their fellow citizens from a disaster zone, or do they take their own

individual experiences of emergency communication and service provision as their reference point?

Large-scale consular emergencies are diverse in their locations, triggers and specificities. On the surface they can

appear too different to be considered part of a distinct type of contingency. However, as the framework will illustrate, en
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masse consular events can differ in location, composition and nature, but exhibit common themes and challenges. To offer

a better understanding of the characteristics of large-scale consular emergencies, and the empirical context and problem

space in which the framework was constructed, the circumstances and fundamental consular needs in three large-scale

emergencies are summarised below. Each is a large-scale example of a consular emergency trigger (natural disaster,

terrorist attack, and civil conflict) chosen for their notability and diversity to construct and illustrate the framework.

In the July 2006 evacuations from Lebanon there were tens of thousands of foreign citizens, many dual citizens.

Some families did not all hold the same citizenship but did not wish to be separated. These individuals were caught in a

volatile environment and intermittent bombing from Israel, which threatened and damaged infrastructure such as

roads, ports, and the Beirut airport. The conflict resulted in few foreign casualties, but the risk was high. The primary

challenge for foreign governments was to move such a large number of individuals and families. It was too dangerous

to evacuate by air and risky to evacuate over land borders in case convoys were targeted. Many foreign governments

decided it would be expedient to charter ships to ferry their citizens from Lebanese ports to safety, primarily to Cyprus.

For many foreign governments that did not have resources in the region, it was necessary to charter private vessels

which were in high demand and short supply.

When the 2004 tsunami suddenly and forcefully inundated beaches of Southeast Asia during peak tourist season,

there were tens of thousands of foreign nationals spread across several countries and often in hard to access coastal

areas. There were thousands of foreign dead, missing and injured. Family members had been separated. Many had lost

their possessions including passports and credit cards. Although the embassies in Bangkok were unaffected by the

physical destruction, they were overwhelmed by the numbers that needed assistance. The few personnel available had

to move into the affected areas to set up temporary posts and processing centres until reinforcements could arrive. The

disaster received substantial media attention, which spotlighted governments’ actions and inaction. It also resulted in

tens of thousands of phone calls to foreign ministry call centres and government hotlines, many of which were

unprepared and unable to manage the inundation.

The destruction from the 2002 nightclub bombings on Bali was more localised than the tsunami or Lebanon

evacuations and affected fewer individuals. However, the consular challenge was for authorities to respond to a mass-

casualty incident in a foreign country among the political and security maelstrom of a terrorist attack directed at

foreign nationals. Australia, while geographically close and with a substantial diplomatic corps in Indonesia, faced the

largest loss of life, as more than half of the deceased were Australian. Countries with fewer deceased still faced the

same destruction and conditions, but at a greater distance and with fewer personnel in Indonesia able to respond.

From a general crisis management perspective these events are geographically diverse, with different operational

challenges and priorities. However, from a consular perspective, they have underlying commonalities. The events

affected a number of citizens, who in these severe conditions were unable to get themselves to safety. Relevant

embassies and consulates were overwhelmed, and the response required greater capacity than the foreign ministry

alone could provide. Governments’ crisis management capacities were highly contingent on the large-scale nature of

the disasters and the particularities of operating outside sovereign territory.

Evaluating consular emergencies as a category or type of contingency, rather than isolated incidents, is difficult due

to the differences in the nature, trigger, and location of disasters. There is sparse academic literature addressing

consular incidents as a distinct type of emergency for governments (some notable exceptions include Drennan &

McConnell, 2007; Lindström, 2009; Okano-Heijmans, 2010; Schwarz & McConnell, 2009). With the framework

proposed below, we attempt to address this absence. The framework’s potential for practical utility is illustrated with

more specific examples from the above cases. The intention of this article is not to compare the three cases and

determine which event was handled best by which government. Rather, we apply public crisis management theory to

the consular facet of the incidents outlined above to bring together elements common across very different consular

emergencies. In doing so, we construct a framework that can facilitate a more systematic approach to assessing success

and failure of consular emergency management efforts.2
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understand the learning and implementation process that occurred in the wake of each incident and at the beginning of the next, that is neither the

goal nor the intended contribution of this study.



2. Toward an evaluation framework

A crisis management perspective, adapted for consular emergency response operations, underpins the framework

developed below. In summary, the work of Boin, ‘t Hart, Stern, and Sundelius (2005), Drennan and McConnell (2007)

and Schwarz and McConnell (2009) was used to create an underlying foundation (Table 1, column 1), on which

specificities of distance and internationalisation of the emergency response could be overlaid (Table 1, column 2), and

aspects of response effectiveness and how these affect a government’s ability to perform could be identified (Table 1,

column 3). Boin et al.’s (2005) public crisis leadership framework was based on a comprehensive synthesis of the

literature on emergency/crisis management. It discerns five crisis leadership challenges, the first three of which (sense

making, meaning making and decision making/coordination) pertain to the acute emergency response phase. These

have been adopted here.
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Table 1

A conceptual framework for evaluating consular emergency management.

Key crisis response functions As applied to consular emergencies Indicators of consular emergency

response performance

Strategic

Sense making A. Quickly and accurately establishing

the magnitude and implications of a

remote emergency

A1. Time lag between event occurrence

and: (a) communication of consular facet

to senior central policymakers and among

the foreign ministry; (b) implementation

of up-scaled response procedures

A2. Degree of reliability (relevance,

accuracy, comprehensiveness) of

information provision to policymakers

Decision making and

coordination

B. Decision making about the extent of

government involvement and coordination

of a geographically remote response

operation as well as its domestic

ramifications

B1. Timeliness and clarity of decisions

regarding government support for citizens.

A2. Degree of reliability (relevance,

accuracy, comprehensiveness) of

information provision to policymakers

Meaning making C. Framing the events abroad for the

domestic public and retaining/building

credibility and trust in the government’s

response

C1. Timeliness and degree of high-level

leader presence and engagement

C2. Tone of media coverage of consular

emergency operations and implementation

of a government media strategy

Operational

Managing the

operational environment

D. Conducting response operations in a

foreign, sovereign country, and in an

internationalised response environment

D1. Ability to gain access to, and

coordinate with, host government(s)

D2. Ability to coordinate with other

foreign governments also involved in

consular operations

D3. Ability to coordinate with private

and non-governmental actors involved

in local emergency responses

Managing mass

information flows

E. Processing the mass of incoming

messages from and to the government

and theatre of action and managing the

demand for information from the public

E1. Sufficiency of call centres and other

forms of mass information collection

E2. Ability to transfer information while

handling personal data with sensitivity

Engaging individuals in a

mass event context

F. Providing targeted, multifaceted

support to affected citizens locally and

their families at home

F1. Capacity for holistic individualised

needs assessment and service provision

F2. Stakeholder assessments of quality of

emergency assistance provision; frequency

and ‘severity’ of individuals’ negative

feedback



We have furthermore augmented them with three operational functions that are pivotal to what Drennan and

McConnell (2007) label ‘remote crisis management’ in which governments respond to incidents that are ‘politically

remote’, i.e., lacking political authority and operational capacity (see further Schwarz & McConnell, 2009). The

operational response functions (managing the operational environment; handling mass information flows; and

engaging individuals in a mass event context) are indeed tasks that need to be taken into consideration in general

domestic crisis management. However, they take on particular significance in consular emergencies, which have to be

managed outside sovereign territory, possibly at a significant distance, with fewer personnel and resources available on

the ground.

What these six crisis response functions (Column 1) look like when applied to consular emergencies is laid out in

Column 2, and operationalised into indicators of consular emergency response performance in Column 3. To

demonstrate the relevance and versatility of the resulting framework, the crisis response functions and their

performance indicators are elaborated upon below with empirical illustrations. However, given space constraints we

can only elaborate on two of the strategic and two of the operational response functions.

We draw evidence from Australian, British and Swedish consular emergency responses during each incident. For

each of the cases, all publicly available government documents were assembled and content-analysed. In addition,

media coverage and academic publications were systematically scrutinised. Interviews were conducted with eighteen

representatives of the consular branches of the Australian, British and Swedish foreign ministries, from February to

June 2010. The interviewees are not quoted directly as the purpose was to ground the framework in a more nuanced

understanding of consular emergency responses and the context of consular affairs within government, and below we

present concise case vignettes rather than extensive case studies.

The empirical material presented below does not take the form of classic ‘in depth’ and holistic case study

narratives, but instead is packaged as thematically relevant ‘slices’ (incidents, comparisons) selected for the purposes

of illustrating the ability of the framework to interrogate and discriminate between different consular emergency

response operations. The case studies from which they were derived have been explorative, as a Popperian ‘context of

discovery’ (Popper, 1945) helping us to derive the framework.

The right-hand column of Table 1 provides indicators for the performance of national government actors during

consular emergencies. These would most often include ministries of foreign affairs, but possibly more broadly include

cabinet, head of government, and head of government’s coordination department. These indicators are offered in the

spirit of exploration. We do not presume our list is comprehensive, but we maintain that these are valid, relevant and in

principle verifiable markers of the six performance parameters contained in the model. Below we demonstrate how

these indicators may allow us to assess, compare and contrast consular crisis management performance across

different consular cases.

3. Constructing the framework

3.1. Sense making

Sense making requires crisis managers to recognise that something out of the ordinary has occurred, to establish the

nature of the crisis, to identify a wide range of possible courses of action and assess their likely consequences. Doing so

reliably and robustly in a context of high time pressure, compromised channels of communication, deep uncertainty,

and high levels of personal and public distress is a tall order, as amply documented in crisis research (Flin, 1996;

Holsti, 1972; Lebow, 1981; Roberts, 1988; Turner & Pidgeon, 1997; Weick, 1995).

The time lag criterion (A1 in Table 1) is an indicator of how quickly the various arms of government (on-the-ground

and at headquarters) begin to communicate and analyse the event in terms of its consular implications. It is not enough

for news of the incident to simply circulate, especially as a disaster can simultaneously be a consular, humanitarian and

national security emergency. News and preliminary information needs to be bundled, checked and targeted at the right

spots in the institutional architecture.

It is not necessarily the on-the-ground arm of the foreign ministry that will notify the headquarters first. As the UK

National Audit Office noted in its review of consular services, the embassy or consulate ‘may hear of a distressed

British national from a range of sources, including friends, host country officials or from the individuals themselves’

(NAO, 2005: 6). For the Swedish embassy in Jakarta, the first that was heard of the nightclub bombings on Bali was a

call from a reporter in Sweden 2 h after the blasts, requesting confirmation after reading of the incident on a news wire
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(Brolen, Örtenwall, & Österhed, 2007: 83). The time lag for the Australians was far smaller. News of the consular

dimension of the Bali bombings reached the Australian Ambassador more rapidly, just minutes after the initial

explosion (Gyngell & Wesley, 2007: 174) with the Consul-General ‘helping Australians at the scene within half an

hour of the bombings’ (DFAT, 2003: 126; Gyngell & Wesley, 2007). Within an hour the consulate had provided the

Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade (DFAT) with a preliminary assessment. Although the Canberra-based crisis

centre was activated just 3 h after the explosions (Gyngell & Wesley, 2007: 175), it did not initially contact other

government agencies, most likely because ‘it was not believed that they would be involved in the incident at this stage’

(Brolen et al., 2007: 50). Staff notified the Australian foreign minister of the incident 3 h after it occurred and the Prime

Minister was then notified 2 h later (Gyngell & Wesley, 2007: 177).

It is difficult to ascertain when up-scaling occurs after incident reports have started to come in as this can be broadly

defined. Plans are understandably designed to deal with a wide variety of contingencies and therefore leave much room

for interpretation. For example, the Australian ‘Response Plan for Mass Casualty Incidents Involving Australians

Overseas’ simply states that ‘DFAT will make an initial assessment of the information received and determine whether

to call an IDETF [Interdepartmental Emergency Task Force, used in major emergencies where a whole-of-government

response is needed] to consider an appropriate response’ (version 1-2, p. 6). Following the tsunami, Australian policy

makers were aware of an incident but ‘initial reports on casualties and damage were sketchy’ (Shergold, 2005: 44).

They were yet to fully make sense of the extent of the incident but understood that it was worthy of up-scaling, as the

decision to convene a meeting of the IDETF on the evening of Boxing Day, for the following morning suggests

(Shergold, 2005: 44).

The same set of events triggered different sense-making processes in Stockholm, leading to major delays in informing

key decision makers and in the commencement of up-scaling procedures. Indeed, the minister for international

development was criticised for complicating her government’s sense-making process. Despite being the only minister at

work on the day of the tsunami, she did not inform the foreign minister of the events, as she saw her main responsibility as

one of managing humanitarian aid (Reuters, 2006). The Swedish Tsunami Commission, set up after much negative

publicity about the government’s belated response to what turned out to be one of the country’s biggest mass-casualty

disasters in living memory, found that while ‘everyone agrees that the level of ambition cannot be the same in distant

countries as in the home country. . .it may still be established that Sweden asserted itself badly in essential respects in

comparison with countries with more efficient crisis management’ (Katastrofkommission, 2005: 511).

A comparative time lag was noted by Lennquist and Hodgetts (2005: 34–5) who found that in contrast ‘to other

European countries with injured citizens in the same area who deployed assessment teams on 26th December (Finland,

Italy, Germany, United Kingdom), Sweden failed to deploy an assessment team until the evening of 29th December’.

Even when the response procedure commenced, the time lag in understanding the magnitude and exceptional nature of

the emergency persisted. The Swedish Tsunami Commission found that ‘consular support in the region was

characterised by strict adhesion to the consular framework of rules without regard for the extraordinary situation’

(Katastrofkommission, 2005: 516).

Pro-active sense making can reduce the time lag in communication and up-scaling. Both the British and Australian

embassies in Bangkok realised the need to gather on-the-ground information on the day the tsunami struck and rushed

staff to Phuket, closer to the emergency (NAO & FCO, 2005: 11; Paterson, 2006: 4). In contrast, the failure to actively

seek out on-site information was one of the key weaknesses in the Swedish Foreign Ministry’s response: ‘The State

Secretary for Foreign Affairs. . .bears a major share of responsibility for the late response, inter alia by not having with

his organisation actively sought information about the disaster and established contacts with other capitals at an early

stage. . .He should furthermore have sought explanations as to why so many rang the Ministry and enquired about what

they had to say. In that this did not take place, those responsible were not aware of the serious situation at an early

stage’ (Katastrofkommission, 2005: 518). Conversely, active information exchange occurred on 13 July 2006, the day

after the kidnapping that reignited the conflict in Lebanon, and the same day that Israel bombed the runway at Beirut

airport. ‘EU member states had their first consular telephone conference at capital level. These were subsequently held

on a daily basis’ (MFA Sweden, 2006: 7). The Swedish government – presumably keen to better itself in the wake of

the politically disastrous judgment of the independent commission investigating its Tsunami response – was later held

up as an example of a rapid pro-active response and contrasted with, for example, the Canadian government, which

was at least three days behind Sweden in their evacuation from Lebanon (Di Nino & Stollery, 2007: 4).

The reliability criterion (A2) is a necessary complement to the assessment of speed. The tension between these two

indicators is palpable in practice. Following the Bali bombings an aeromedical evacuation operation was launched
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from Australia on the basis of an estimate of just five Australian casualties. This meant they were initially

underequipped (though able to rapidly reinforce when a more accurate picture emerged, Brolen et al., 2007: 63–4).

Tools to assist the production of accurate data such as registration databases are still highly reliant on the public and are

rarely reliable in the immediate aftermath of any incident. Within a week of the escalation of the conflict in Lebanon

the number of Australians registered with the embassy in Beirut jumped from 2500 to more than 12,000 with some

cases proving to be ‘dual registrations, or identities and whereabouts given by third parties that proved to be incorrect’

(Dudgeon, 2006: 24).

As well as accuracy of the information they are receiving, government officials also need to be aware of the

comprehensiveness and potential gaps (silences) in the bigger picture. Following the Tsunami, the UK FCO (Foreign

and Commonwealth Office) acted very rapidly and mobilised a consular Rapid Deployment Team (RDT) from

London to Sri Lanka on 26 December, which arrived on 27 December and was reinforced by a further four officers on

29 December (NAO and FCO, 2005: 13). This action was based on information coming in from Sri Lanka, which

included reports of washed out roads and downed bridges near Colombo. At that time, reports of infrastructure

conditions near the embassy in Bangkok, Thailand were more favourable. However, the largest concentrations of

British tourists affected were in harder to reach coastal resorts in Thailand, which delayed accurate on-the-ground

assessments. The consequence of acting rapidly by sending a RDT to Sri Lanka meant that a complete RDT could not

be deployed to Thailand until the following week (NAO and FCO, 2005: 15).

3.2. Decision making and coordination

Throughout the management of any emergency response operation, coordinated choices are required, and the

quality of crisis decision-making is likely to be highly correlated with the overall response effectiveness (Herek, Janis,

& Huth, 1987; Schafer & Crichlow, 2010; Tetlock, Peterson, McGuire, Chang, & Feld, 1992). One overriding decision

that has to be made in each consular emergency is the extent to which the government should become involved, how

much support should be offered to families at the time and in the future, and how the response should be funded.

Strategic coordination of responses within government and with external partners requires a combination of calling on

pre-established relationships and networks, as well as the ability to recognise and exploit new opportunities for

mutually beneficial joint action. Crises can make coordination more difficult through confusion, pressure and

communication breakdowns; but they can also help foster an atmosphere of cooperation which temporarily mutes

departmental conflict and overrides departmental cultural differences (Hillyard, 2000; Moynihan, 2009).

The criterion of timeliness and clarity of intervention decisions (B1) refers to the fact that while regular consular

assistance is provided to individuals with the requirement that they pay for the service or reimburse the government

(usually through travel insurance), this is a more convoluted issue in large-scale emergencies. As a comparative study

of the Lebanon evacuations noted, ‘one of the larger policy issues that came under scrutiny was the standard policy of

having a citizen repay any monies spent by the government in the individual’s extraction efforts. . .Several countries

first announced that citizens would be obligated to repay the cost of evacuation, only to rescind the policy when faced

with harsh media criticism and comparison to other countries policies’ (WorldReach, 2007: 2).

Government decisions about scoping their support can be highly consequential and costly, and cannot be made

lightly. The British FCO maintained following the tsunami that they should ‘retain the ability to review which support

mechanisms are appropriate after each and every mass incident, rather than automatically applying a standard package

of assistance’ (NAO, 2005: 49). Moreover, the timing of and announcement of such decisions are important both

internally (administrative processes) and externally (public relations). These difficulties were recognised as a lesson

for the Australian government following the Bali bombings. The ‘ex gratia payments by the Australian

Government. . .are covered neither by legislation or regulation. Such payments require written authority, normally

from the prime minister. However, Australian government agencies need to understand how these payments will be

handled where a decision and announcement has been made at the ministerial level, but corresponding authorisations

are not yet available’ (Management Advisory Committee, 2004: 117).

Regarding the timeliness of the announcement, in response to the tsunami on 26 December, the British government

announced its support package on 29 December, three days after the wave struck, and then took additional time to

actually start providing the support promised under the package. Internally, this time lag produced uncertainty over

what assistance consular staff could provide and the level of expenses which could be incurred (NAO, 2005: 49);

externally, relatives and friends of victims were frustrated about the wait in the interim period (NAO and Zito Trust,
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2006: 7). This uncertainty prompted criticisms in the media which drew unfavourable comparisons with foreign

governments (NAO, 2005: 49).

Financial management issues played into this situation arising. The FCO found after the Bali bombings that their

‘budgets were insufficient to meet the extraordinary costs arising from essential support provided after the attack’

(FCO, 2004: 120). It subsequently introduced the so-called ‘emergency consular premium’ on passport licensing fees.

In a move clearly designed to sidestep the rigours and red tape of ‘business as usual’ budgetary politics, these proceeds

were to be transferred ‘directly to the FCO from the UK Passport Service – not through the Treasury – thereby

introducing a greater element of budgetary control’ and ensure an ‘emergency and disaster reserve’ (FCO, 2004).

Criterion B2 concerns the degree of intragovernmental alignment between different forms of emergency responses.

Potential alignment challenges are particularly notable in three arenas: within the foreign ministry, between

departments, and in overarching whole-of-government coordination. As to the former, the Swedish Tsunami

Commission found that there had been unsatisfactory communication from the embassy in Thailand to Stockholm in

the early stages of the emergency. ‘On the first night after his arrival in Phuket, [the] Ambassador. . .should not have

been satisfied with following the ordinary routines but should have contacted the State Secretary or the Minister for

Foreign Affairs directly to inform them of the gravity of the situation, the measures he planned to take and the acute

need of personnel reinforcements’ (Katastrofkommission, 2005: 515). However, embassy officials on their part

experienced difficulties in aligning their actions to departmental ones when the senior leadership in Stockholm was not

engaged. In the Swedish foreign ministry ‘both the Head of Group and the Head of Department began work on Boxing

Day but by telephone from a distance. As a result, management of efforts at the Ministry was weak for more than a day.

Not until the head of a department is physically present can any really effective build-up of activities. . .be secured in

the initial phase of a crisis such as this’ (Katastrofkommission, 2005: 513). Despite the post-Tsunami lesson-drawing

exercises that had gone on, there continued to be a low level of alignment between responders in the field during the

Swedish evacuations from Lebanon. Without a Swedish embassy in Lebanon, personnel deployed to Beirut should

have officially been under the orders of the Embassy in Syria, but instead coordinated directly and almost solely with

Stockholm (MFA Sweden, 2006: 11).

Issues with alignment of response in the field were also present in the British response to the tsunami. After a Rapid

Deployment Team was sent from London to Sri Lanka, some embassy staff reported that they had not been made aware of

the role and responsibilities of the RDT. They had been unclear whether the remit of the RDT was to command and

control, or to assist and advise in the response to the crisis. The RDT had consequently charted its own course and had not

sought the assistance of staff with local knowledge of the region (NAO and FCO, 2005: 16). In the Australian evacuations

from Lebanon, the approach taken to improve on-the-ground coordination and communication among foreign ministry

staff and with other departments was to begin each day with an ‘all agencies’ coordination and tasking meeting. This

enabled daily situation reports to be provided to Canberra to assist the DFAT crisis centre in monitoring overall strategy

and resources. Throughout each day, ‘the office fielded enquiries, channeled communication from officers in dispersed

locations, input data into the consular database and dealt with logistics, such as transport’ (Paterson, 2006: 6).

3.3. Meaning making and managing the operational environment

Given space constraints, the third strategic response function, meaning making, and the first of the three operational

response functions, managing the operational environment, cannot be elaborated upon in any depth here. Meaning

making is the process of framing an emergency event and its implications for the public. It is a crucial ‘battleground’

between government actors and their critics. Depending on who manages to communicate their own interpretations of

the events most persuasively to the public, the authority and legitimacy of crisis response operations and the key actors

involved in them can be significantly enhanced or diminished (Boin, ‘t Hart, & McConnell, 2009; Brändström,

Kuipers, & Daléus, 2008). Meaning making involves both deliberate speech acts but also involves other forms of

leadership performance, for example, through meetings with families of victims, rituals of mourning, demonstrations,

or public visits to the scene of the disaster (Hajer, 2009; ‘t Hart, 1993). These are three highly relevant parameters of

any crisis management operation, but as Table 1 suggests they take on a different emphasis when the emergency is

located abroad, and the ability to make sense of the crisis, frame the crisis and coordinate the response is affected by

the internationalisation of the emergency.

The fourth response function is managing the operational environment. As Drennan and McConnell (2007) point

out, consular crisis responders have little control over the operational environment. Having to act on foreign soil they
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cannot fall back on formal authority. They have to rely strongly on diplomacy and the knowledge and contacts of local

officials. They face logistical challenges: limited interoperability of systems, difference in time zones, cultural

sensitivities, and chronic shortages of resources and personnel, as well as constantly changing conditions and knock-

on effects resulting from decisions made by other governments’ and private actors. In these conditions they need to be

able to gain functional access to the host government(s), to coordinate with other responding governments, private

organisations and non-governmental actors.

3.4. Managing mass information flows

The second of the operational parameters of consular crisis management refers to the ability to handle high-volume

information flows. In times of crisis, many individuals and agencies have information, and many others are desperate

for it. It is necessary to keep ‘connecting the dots’ effectively in the face of an emergency. But what Fritz and

Mathewson (1957) (see further Scanlon, 1992) describe as ‘informational convergence’ in disaster situations puts

significant pressure on the surge capacity of communications infrastructure and staff to collect and disseminate

information. The pressure of informational convergence and consequences of overload, during consular emergencies,

was aptly illustrated by Scanlon (2007) in his study of nine foreign governments’ post-tsunami emergency call centres.

Criterion E1 (see Table 1) emphasises the importance of having sufficient procedures and capacity in place to process

the masses of information. As Scanlon (2007) demonstrated, not doing so stifled information flows that were essential to

the consular response. It also angered and upset members of the public who were unable to access widely publicised but

overloaded call centres to inquire about or report details of a family member in the affected area. An indicator of a

government’s ability to manage mass information flows is the functional operation of one or more call centres. This is

achieved by increasing the day-to-day call handling capacity of the foreign ministry, either through an increase in call

handlers or by outsourcing call handling to another government department with existing infrastructure. As well as

effectively recording and managing details that may be incomplete or duplicated by several callers.

The Bali bombings resulted in the death of 88 Australians, nonetheless ‘the department’s Emergency Call Unit

handled over 30,000 telephone calls in the first days of the crisis and recorded details of almost 5000 individuals for

whom family members or friends had concerns’ (DFAT, 2003: 131). Immediately following the tsunami, 85,000 calls

were received (DFAT, 2005: 151). Even with additional call handlers, a glitch or breakdown in the system can have

immediate and far-reaching consequences. In Scanlon’s (2007) study of government call centres, he found that the

Canadian and Dutch systems were more desirable. These systems utilised computer-based software, designed

specially for recording details of consular cases, that was accessible abroad at the embassies. He also found that a back

up system for the call centre (utilised in Australia but not in Sweden) was desirable as this reduced the likelihood of

unmanageable overload. The UK was roundly criticised for its overloaded system (NAO and FCO, 2005: 7).

A post-tsunami House of Commons inquiry (2006: Ev2) assessed the London-based call centre as inadequate,

suffering major breakdowns, and collecting poor information. The overloaded call centre also severely affected

operations at the Bangkok embassy. With staff deployed to Phuket, the embassy was already struggling to handle calls

and emails from within Thailand. When the London-based call centre malfunctioned, the embassy received a high

volume of calls from the UK. Embassy staff received 6,452 calls the day following the tsunami. Consequently, in the

first day of the emergency, emails went unchecked and were later found to contain important details of highly impacted

areas (NAO and FCO, 2005: 12).

As well as ability to up-scale call centre capacity, another key aspect of Criterion E1 is the sufficiency of the individual

call handlers to collect details, and to manage the information and the callers. In the UK during the tsunami response the

need for call handlers was so great that the Police deployed operators ‘some of whom had little or no experience in this

type of call handling, and had received little training. As a result, the initial information taken by some operators was

insufficient. . .There were inaccuracies in people’s names and addresses, understandable given the massive volumes, but

it still caused difficulties’ (NAO and FCO, 2005: 8). Similarly for Sweden ‘the routines for registering missing persons

were undeveloped and in some cases led to serious mistakes’ (Katastrofkommission, 2005: 510).

Increasing the ability of call centre staff is achieved through training prior to the emergency, but also rapid training

during the emergency. After major inadequacies in the Swedish tsunami response, there were concerted efforts to assist

call handlers in the ever-changing situation. During the evacuation from Lebanon the Swedish foreign ministry call

handlers received a ‘major briefing before each daytime telephone shift [and] a general picture of developments was

given, information about the evacuation situation, planned transports, websites, SMS and information about policy
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matters. . .Between the briefings, the Press and Information Department’s information sheets were regularly

distributed to the telephone answering service. Furthermore, about every fourth hour, the transport group’s lists of

departures and arrivals for flights/buses/ships were spread’ (MFA Sweden 2006: 15–6).

In parallel with the high-volume collection of information regarding individuals in need of assistance, the second

criterion (E2) is the ability of consular and other government personnel to transfer citizen data between responders and

handle personal information with sensitivity. The ability of responders to fulfil this criterion is largely contingent upon

the mode of data collection and data transfer, and how responders navigate the delicate balance between protecting an

individual’s privacy and obstructing the capacity to assist that individual. Ineffective information sharing hinders the

response and imbues frustration in those the government is trying to assist. This frustration was expressed by British

survivors of the tsunami who received ‘multiple requests from different directions to supply similar or duplicate

information, reflecting in part a general practice among agencies not to pool or share their information, and in part

informal data gathering in affected areas by volunteers’ (NAO and Zito Trust, 2006: 11). As one survivor recalled,

‘about 30 people came round to take my name to put on the ‘‘safe list’’ yet I still never got my name on the list’ (NAO

and Zito Trust, 2006: 31).

Ineffective intra-governmental information sharing led to misunderstandings, for example, when the lists of

missing citizens were not effectively collated. During the tsunami response, the British embassy in Jakarta only

became aware of a British police presence in the region after the police had departed. Furthermore, the police officers

had produced a distinct (and differing) shortlist of citizens thought to be missing in Indonesia (NAO and FCO, 2005:

26). The transfer of information can be hindered by adherence to paper-based modes of information collection. As

observed during the 2006 evacuations, ‘many countries did not have access to any electronic means of capturing

pertinent information on citizens boarding boats. For most, a simple handwritten list acted as the official passenger

manifest. . .Issues such as poor handwriting, fax and scan quality impacted the ability of crisis headquarters to

understand the information’ (WorldReach, 2007: 3).

Along with effective transfer of information, the second criterion is concerned with responders’ understanding of

privacy protocols and the limitations on sharing citizen information, even if such sharing is likely to assist the citizen in

distress. This internal information transfer issue identified in Australia’s response to the Bali bombings led to the

recommendation that agencies ‘adopt a common approach to the Privacy Act and to have a shared understanding of the

way the Act applies against their operations during crisis. Differing interpretations of the Act may lead to inconsistent

policy formulation and agency responses during the crisis’ (Management Advisory Committee, 2004: 192). Regarding

external sharing, two weeks after the tsunami, Australia, Denmark and Norway had published their lists of missing

persons, but Canada, Sweden and the United States were still deciding whether they should, or even could, publish

theirs (Cheadle, 2005). Questions remained over what was allowed given privacy legislation, and concerns that

publishing details of the missing would cause further distress to families and open up the possibility of criminals

abusing the information.

3.5. Engaging individuals in a mass event context

A final operational challenge in a consular emergency is to engage individual citizens that require assistance and

their families and provide logistical as well as psychological and emotional support. Much consular emergency

assistance takes the form of logistical support to those citizens and their families, such as arranging evacuation,

medical care, or circumnavigating any host-government red tape and administration. Assistance has to be delivered

against the background of a general expectation of compassion, emotional support, and a willingness to walk the extra

mile on behalf of stricken compatriots. Coming up with tailor-made approaches catering to needs of the individual

victims and families beyond basic logistical assistance is particularly challenging when so many have been affected.

In a large-scale incident an immediate priority is how to scale up responses, such as running call centres able to

handle tens of thousands of calls following the tsunami, or handling the logistics of evacuating thousands from

Lebanon. However, beneath those big numbers sit individuals and families with differing needs and coping capacities.

As such, one of the indicators of an effective large-scale consular response is the capacity for holistic individualised

needs assessment and service provision (criterion F1).

The needs assessment criterion reflects the importance of direct contact between affected citizens and consular

officials, provided it is managed well. This was not always the case. Eighty percent of Swedish patients surveyed

reported that contact with the embassy following the tsunami was perceived as necessary, but rated their satisfaction
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with this element as 1.3 (unsatisfied) on a 5-point scale (Lennquist & Hodgetts, 2005: 41). The NAO and Zito Trust

(2006: 27) found that many British survivors interviewed ‘had been bedridden, some alone, and they were reliant on

officials visiting the hospital. When they managed to speak with officials some reported that their manner was cold and

they had little information to share’. Well-managed contact with officials involved in the response in contrast provided

reassurance and familiarity—both a practical and an emotional link to home. Lennquist and Hodgetts (2005: 33) noted

that during the tsunami many of those affected had lost their mobile phones, and criticised the ‘limited visibility of

Embassy staff at the hospitals, who would have been a channel for patients to relay a message to next of kin’. Indeed,

British survivors of the tsunami ‘described how reassuring it was to talk to people who spoke English, how invaluable

individuals were who could translate and how indebted they felt to those who provided access to a phone to talk with

loved ones’ (NAO and Zito Trust, 2006: 27).

Yet, it is logistically difficult for consular staff to provide personalised support to each individual in a mass

emergency. One approach to deal with this dilemma has been for foreign ministries to engage government, non-

government and private actors to assist with the emotional support and counselling in the field. A week after the

tsunami, the FCO deployed a team of British Red Cross volunteers to Thailand ‘to provide professional emotional

support and signposting’ (NAO and Zito Trust, 2006: 25).

The second criterion is stakeholder assessments of quality of emergency assistance provision (F2). Even when it is

understood that consular officials were under a great deal of pressure, there is a generalised expectation of compassion.

The NAO and Zito Trust found that following the British response to the tsunami, ‘the provision of emotional support

over the first few days was rated as ineffective’ (2006: 26) and conversely, ‘being treated sensitively as an individual

was key to all positive feedback about agency contact’ (NAO and Zito Trust, 2006: 8). Moreover, they found that ‘it is

examples of insensitive and thoughtless interactions which have stayed most vividly in people’s minds’ (NAO and Zito

Trust, 2006: 67). Yet with so many individuals caught in a stressful situation the stakeholder assessment can vary

greatly. During the Swedish evacuations from Lebanon ‘some were grateful to escape from the war, while others

complained about the conditions around them. These were hallmarks of the work on Cyprus: frustration, anger,

accusations of different sorts and unpleasant verbal attacks—but also friendly smiles and much gratitude to the

personnel there and to Sweden’ (Kulling & Sigurdsson, 2008: 58).

It appears that stakeholder assessments of quality of assistance were not simply a function of individuals’ objective

needs but were mitigated by what they deemed reasonable care in the circumstances. Stakeholder assessments were

made within the international context of the emergency and were influenced by on the ground comparisons. Interviews

conducted by the NAO and Zito Trust (2006: 7) indicated that citizens did not expect on-the-ground assistance within

the first hours or even days of the tsunami. Expectations were raised as visible support was provided to other foreign

citizens by their respective governments. As recounted by a British survivor: ‘I was definitely aware that compared to

other people from other countries I wasn’t really getting much attention. There were representatives, I think, for the

Dutch, Swedish, French Governments wandering round’. According to another, ‘most embassies were there. When I

say that, I mean Swedish, French or Australian, you know, and so we didn’t know what had happened. The Australian

Embassy at that point took control of us and told us what was happening because the British Embassy hadn’t arrived.

They were like, ‘‘we don’t know where your Embassy is, they should be on their way’’ but they were nowhere to be

seen’ (NAO and Zito Trust, 2006: 27, 31). The stakeholder assessment of the situation is based on visibility of

assistance and the manner in which it is delivered. Negative assessments, even unrepresentative individual

assessments, when amplified by the news media can colour public perceptions of the entire foreign ministry or

government response. The provision of multifaceted assistance that incorporates compassion and emotional support,

that goes beyond logistical or transport assistance, is a necessary task during consular emergencies.

4. Concluding reflections

At the outset of the article an evaluative framework was put forward as a tool to deconstruct and assess government

responses to large-scale consular emergencies. It consisted of six crisis response tasks drawn from the crisis

management literature and adapted specifically for consular emergencies, due to the exceptional dynamics in which

national citizens are the targets of assistance but outside the national borders. Each of these performance dimensions

was then further operationalised into criteria which could be used as indicators of consular response performance.

Assessing or evaluating government performance is not a clear-cut task, even with unambiguous policy goals or

outcome-based programs (see further, McConnell, 2010). It is particularly difficult to characterise a crisis response as a
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whole as it often results in distilling a complex multi-agency and multi-national event into overall judgment of success

or failure.

The framework developed here is therefore not intended as a checklist of sufficient conditions for a ‘successful’

consular response, and does not claim to be comprehensive. Rather, this framework provides a way to break down the

emergency response into somewhat more measurable units. We can see that despite the very different triggers,

locations and circumstances of the three events discussed in this study, there are challenges common to each consular

event. By spotlighting these six particular response functions and operationalising performance domains for consular

crisis management, we constructed a systematic, focused, and policy relevant, means for evaluating consular

emergency response operations.

It is also worth noting that performance in one of the crisis response functions can affect the ability to perform in

others. Mass information management on-the-ground (and in call centres) affected situational awareness and the

ability to make sense of events abroad. The international operational environment opened up opportunities but also

presented barriers to effective meaning making and coordination implementation. Engagement with citizens that was

perceived as insensitive or uncompassionate fed into negative publicity, which presented competing frames from the

press corp. Compassionate engagement, and effective coordination provided positive stories for positive framing by

politicians and the foreign ministry media teams. The relativities of assessment came through loud and clear in the

present study.

For example, an efficient operational move such as utilising another responding country’s consular officers or

resources to assist nationals can lead to negative publicity and criticism in the political arena as it appears that citizens

are not receiving assistance from their own government. Also, following the widely and publicly criticised Swedish

response to the tsunami, the Swedish media were initially in a critical frame of mind with regard to the Lebanon

response. However, they were forced to shift their view as the response received praise from evacuees returning to

Sweden and positive comparisons in the international news media. Also, in some areas, harsh trade-offs are

unavoidable. For example, in making public the lists of missing citizens, the potential distress to families and threat to

privacy and property has to be weighed against the need to receive feedback and be able to speedily gain a more robust

understanding of the scope of victimisation, all the while remaining within scope of legal restrictions and privacy

legislation. What is the ‘right’ choice in such a dilemma? We do not deny the existence of such trade-offs, but hope that

our offering of a coherent general criteria set provides the basis for a more systematic and nuanced assessment of

government performance in an area where fleeting impressions and media bias often dominate the public discussion.
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