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nthe15thof January 2009,
theworldapplaudedthe
miraculous survivalof all155
passengersaboardalUS
airways (Airbus A320) flight
1549,which crashedinto the
HudsonRiver. Acombination
of masterfulairmanshipby
Capt.Chesley Sullenberger, therapidresponse of
theNew York City's fire and police services,and
the other commercial vesselsinthe vicinity of the
accident ensuredthat necessary assistance was
providedingood time. This saved everyone aboard
theplane. Ifasimilar scenariowasreplicatedin
Nigeria, andaplane crashedinto the River Niger after
taking off from Asabainternational airport, are you
confident that all the passengers will be safely rescued?
Ordoyousimply dread the very thought of it? The
reality inNigeriais that emergency services have been
neglected andunderfunded over the years resultingin
uncoordinatedand sub-standard platforms.

Emergency service providers aremandatedto
ensureandprotect public safety andhealthintimes of
distress. They are made up of thefire, police, medical
andrescueserviceswhichare categorizedas publicin
nature. Traditionally, these services are providedby the
government, either directly through the public sector
orindirectly by funding or subsidizing the services.
Emergency services are tobe enjoyedby everyone
withinthe government'sjurisdiction, regardless of
theirincome. This understanding of the benefits
of emergency services meets theacademicand
theoretical characteristics of publicgoods whichstates
that“publicgoods are non-excludable and non-rivalrous
inconsumption”

If there was afire engulfing your neighbour'shouse
right now, what numberwould you dial? Inthe United
States, it wouldbe 911, inthe United Kingdomit would
be 999 but inNigeriamany wouldnotknowwhat to
dialandwhenthe callis eventually made, apositive
response wouldbe surprising, There are tales of people
inemergency situations calling thefire service tofind
that therewasnowater or contacting the policeand
beinginformedthat therewerenovehicles available
torespondtothe emergency.Inour quest toverify the
validity of some of these tales, three people were asked
tocontact the emergency servicesandrevert ontheir
experiences.

Casel:Tom,basedin Abuja, asked around for the
fire servicenumber butno oneat his officeknewit, so
he telephoned friends and eventually got atelephone
number for the fire service; however itwas aL.agos
landline number 016584712. Allattempts todial the
number for afurther referral proved unsuccessful

Case 2:Harriet checked theinternet tofind the
telephone number foranambulance service. She saw
aflurry of articles that touted 7411 as the only national
emergency callnumber and thendialed it. She asked
the operatorabout the serviceandfound thatitisa
directory service so she proceededtorequest for the
telephone number of anambulance service. Aftera
three-minute wait, the operator said shewouldhave to
ringHarrietback as she couldnot locate this particular
number. After two days waiting for the operator to
returnher call, Harriet dialed 7411 again tofollowup. This
time the operator answered the call with Bonjour, can|
helpyou? Asinappropriate as this mix of languages was,
sherestatedherrequestand thenwas placedonhold
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for eight minutes before the number 07037444470
was provided.

Case3: AlfadialedT12accidentally because
this numberwas saved onhis Danishhandset as the
emergency number.Hewas connected toan operator
inNigeriainstantly.He informedthe operator that there
was amedical emergency at his locationin Gwarimpa
andthe operator took the details and also asked for
landmarks. After five minutes, Alfa dialed the number
back to check whathadbeendone about his request
andfoundthat the details were adequately storedinthe
systemthough the new operator mentionedthathewas
justabout todispatchhelp. Alfapolitely cancelled the
requestand thanked the operator for his assistance

These experiences raise anumber of important
questions, including: whatis/are the number(s)for our
emergency services? s there asimple short-code for
emergency services inNigeria?Why are the numbers
for theemergency services not publicized? Why are we
not oriented onwhat todoin times of anemergency?

What standards are set for frontline operators with
respect toservicelevels andresponse time? \Why
doemergency services appear tobeneglectedso
blatantly?...andsoon.

Nigerians have become accustomedto providing
most of the services they require.For the fortunate
ones, they have generators to power theirhomes,
boreholes to provide water, uniformedguards to
provide security and they fly abroad formedical
treatment since they cannot vouchfor health services
locally: Less fortunate others accept their fate, hoping
andpraying that they will secure better payingjobsin
order toimprove their standards of living They all forget
thatitis the failure of governance over the years that
essential, includingemergency services are decrepitand
citizens have beenleft to theseresponsibilities.

Onemustrecognize the pockets of programmes
thatthe government embarks upontoalleviatethe
plight of people at times of emergency; however, these
areobserved tobe morereactive thanstrategic. For
instance, the National Emergency Management Agency
distributesrelief materials to victims of disasters round
the country andrecently trained 45 National Youth
CorpsMembers onmedical intensive care. The Federal
Road Safety Corps deployed ambulances tosome
locations around the Federal Capital Territory, manned
by driverswhohave insufficient medical training, It
alsoembarks oninitiatives to ensure that people
carry around fire extinguishers amongst other items.
However, whenwe compare these initiatives tothose
inother countries suchas the purpose built paramedic
school establishedin Ghanain 2012 to provide extensive
specialized training to hundreds of paramedic staff
everyyear or the St Johns Ambulance serviceinthe
UnitedKingdom, which trains approximately 500,000
peopleannually or the enhanced 911 systeminthe
United States of Americathat pairs caller numbers to
anameand physical address withimmediate dispatch
andaresponse timeline of eight minutes; it becomes
evident that muchmoreisrequired toresuscitate
emergency services inNigeriaandmake themfit for
pUrpose.

In 2010, the UnitedKingdom allocated an estimated
23per centof itsannualbudget tofinancing the
different organizations that comprise the emergency
services while Nigeria,inthe same period spent less
than 5 per centonthese services. Developing countries
like India, Bangladesh and Ghana, invest significant
resources intheiremergency serviceinfrastructure.

In 2012, the fire servicein Ghanawas allocated
5171,640880while its Nigerian counterpart was
allocated $18446,505. InDecember 2005, a Sosoliso
aircraft crashed close to the airport in Port-Harcourt
andwhilst thefire servicewas present, it was unable
toeffectivelyassist the victims due toashortage of
personnel and specialized equipment to adequately
tackletheblaze. Asaresult, parents literally watched
their childrenburnto death. One wouldhave expected
suchatragiceventtobeacatalyst forattitudinal change
fromthe government towards improving the capacity
of thefire service torespondinsuch circumstances, but
thishasnotbeenthe case.

Furtherresearchonemergency servicesrevealed
thatthereindeedisashort code thatintegrates
emergency services inNigeriaandit actually works.
Thenumberis112. Thegovernment has established this
short-codetoprovide aplatformfor Nigerians tocall
forhelp, irrespective of their location and circumstance
andtogethelp. Giventheissues earlieridentifiedand

therights of the citizenry, we recommendathree-step
process torevive emergency servicesinNigeria.

Thefirststepisinternal. Thegovernment needs to
prioritize this sectorandincrease focus and fundingin
thedirection of emergency service provision. Certain
services suchas medical, may be better providedby
private sector organizations; however, apartnership
modelmay be required whereby the government covers
certain costs and other providers make contributions
toensure thatemergency services areprovidedtoall
who liveinNigeriairrespective of financial standing or
location. Anemergency services tax canalsobe levied
byNAICOM based oninsurance premium collected
by insurance companies, asacontributiontofund
emergency services. The contributionfrominsurers
canbe likened to the mandatory contributionby banks
inNigeriatofund AMCON.Whilst not all depositors
aredebtors, certainleviesaremadeintheinterest of
improving the status of the entire system.

The secondstepis operational Emergency
servicesarerequired tobebetterintegrated sothat
onephone calltothe short-code 112 guarantees a
responsewhatever the emergency. This process may
requireafullreview of status quoandaclear mapping
of response requirements according togeography.
The police, NEMA fireand ambulance services should
work collaboratively, noting that this integration will
curbwaste, improveresponsivenessandoutlinea
process for futureinterventions and programmes of
thegovernment. Inaddition, the serviceswillneed to
bedecentralized suchthat local providers are placed
withinthe emergency framework and the emergency
call centre can connect instantly with the applicable
providersinthe specificterritory tolocalize and speed
up delivery.Inthe1980s, western countries like the
UnitedKingdomadopted the model of decentralization
andthisimprovedtheresponse time and promoted
goodgovernance.Inadditiontointegrationand
decentralization, Service Level Agreements must
beestablishedfor all contributorsinthe processand
standards must be set for all operators withregards
tocourtesy, responsiveness and dispatchwhile local
service providers must have timelines for responding
todelegated calls. Lastly, the short-codemustbe
configuredtoallowpeopletoselectand conversein
theirlanguage of comfortand/or literacy.

Thethirdstepis external Amass orientation
campaignisrequired tobe embarkedupontoinform
people of the existence of these services, the number
todialincase of anemergency, theinformationthatis
required tobe provided to ensure that the emergency
services canreachtherequisite locationandwhat first
aidis applicable tovarious situations. Thisisacallonthe
National Orientation Agency toprioritize this awareness
campaignacross the entire country.ltisacallonthe
Ministry of Education toincorporatefirst aid trainingin
basic educationandalsoacall onthe Ministry of Health
totrainhealthofficers onfirst aidandbasic rescue
techniques.

Afocus onemergency services isnotafunction
of developmentor the lack thereof, itisameasure of
thevalue thatis placed onthe lives of ordinary citizens.
Itistimefor thisvalue on lives tobeincreasedand one
wayto contribute tothis processis by resuscitating
emergency servicesinNigeria.
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