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and bought a hand-held GPS unit
that would have prevented all of
those problems.”

So in 2003, Gray took a sabbat-

-ical to research off-the-shelf tech-
nologies that could be adapted for
humanitarian aid applications.
More than four years later, the ef-
fort evolved into full-time job:
Gray is now chief executive of
Global Relief Technologies Inc., a
four-year-old company in Ports-
mouth, N.H.

It makes a software system
that runs on hand-held PDAs and
allows aid workers to funnel in-
formation back to a command
center. From there, officials can
make decisions on how to use re-
SOUrces.

The software, called GRT, op-
erates on devices ranging from
cellphones to personal organizers.
The company is adapting it to run
on the Blackberry, as well. The
system can be customized to col-
lect specific information, such as
water levels and damage esti-
mates during a flood, or data
about refugee camps with medi-
cal needs in a war zone.

While Gray initially set out to
adapt products already commer-
cially available, Global Relief
Technologies ultimately built its
own patented system.

The product replaces dated,
paper-based emergency-data
gathering systems like the one
used by the American Red Cross.
Typically, field workers take notes
and call in their findings to a com-
mand center. But geographic co-
ordinates often had to be estimat-
ed, leading to inaccurate data,
and sometimes causing too few or
too many relief workers to be dis-
patched. With a GRT-enabled de-
vice, much of the data collection
is automated, and all of the infor-
mation can be transmitted in-
stantly.

“Now they're not just throwing
darts in the dark, which is typical-
ly how these decisions are made,”
Gray said. “It's a radical departure
from what we were doing in the
past, when we had people calling
in saying ‘This is what I think is
happening. ”

The product underwent a ma-
jor test last month, when the Red
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Michael Gray holds a PDA
used to collect and send data
from the field.

Cross used it during flooding in
Towa that displaced 40,000 peo-
ple. Small teams assessed the
damage in particular areas and

transmitted data over a satellite '

network, including photos, water
levels, the extent of damage to
specific homes, and geographic
information about areas that were
flooded and being evacuated.

It was overlaid on maps and
satellite images, allowing the Red
Cross to anticipate needs and
strategically place personnel and
supply points. The system even
matched the names of displaced
residents with damage estimates
for their homes.

The Red Cross hasn't com-
pletely switched over to GRT soft-
ware. In Iowa, GRT was deployed
as a pilot program in the Cedar
Rapids area, where the Cedar Riv-
er crested at 31.1 feet — 19.1 feet
above flood level.

Becky McCorry, manager of
the disaster operations center at
Red Cross headquarters in Wash-

ington, D.C,, said the group hopes

to test the program in future dis-
asters, with hopes of making a
complete switch to the GRT-built
system in the future.

“Right now, it’s all paper,”
McCorry said. “If we end that pro-
cess and make this the standard,
we can expedite the process of
servicing our clients.”

For the product to be effective,
it has to be extremely simple to
use, Gray said.

“If you put people — even if
they’re comfortable using hand-
held technology — in a stressful
situation, they can become over-
whelmed. If that happens they're
going to put it aside.”






