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“Creí ser el fin de la aventura, pero el corazon murmura, que hay tanto sueño por vivir”
Yo vi – Omara Portuondo

Drinking Tea in Le Thuy

The boy on the motorbike has been following us around the commune from the instant we arrived. He
brings a thermos flask of water filtered tea from house to house, so that all interviewees can receive
us. It is late in the afternoon and the blazing sun is slowly making its way to the horizon when we
head for another home. People are still quietly at work on their rice fields. It is sowing season, which
makes the situation even more humbling to know that people have been called away from their fields
to answer our questions.
As we enter the house, we are heartily and humbly received – with filtered water tea. The house is
traditional, no internal walls, just three more or less separated spaces divided from one another by
curtains. In the middle space stands the home altar. A cabinet with pictures of relatives on it and a
portrait of Ho Chi Minh, candles and some icons of – to me – unknown guardians.
The woman sits opposite of me, my interpreter sits beside her. She looks after her two young children,
she tells us. She grows peppers and keeps some banana trees although these have been planted after
the storm 7 months ago and will not yet yield this season. My interpreter goes over the list of
questions translating the main answers for me. It seems the woman struggles to get by, but is proud
of what she is doing. Having lost everything in the storm, including her house and other possessions
she suddenly jumps up, takes both my hands from the table and beamingly conveys upon me how
proud she is that I am the first white person for her to see her new home. I make sure to let her know
that I think her new home looks absolutely beautiful.
She used to live somewhere else. I wonder how she came to build her house here then, knowing the
difficulties generally thrown up by the government when people want to move or re-designate the
use of their land. She is more than willing to tell me. She lost everything and could not afford the
school money. Because she has no husband yet two young children to care for, her parents bought
her a piece of higher situated land to build a new house on. They wanted her to have a good place for
her children to grow up in. The local Women’s Union gave her the construction materials to build her
house. Her neighbors, friends, relatives came to help her build her home. She is moved by all the
support given to her, all the people in her surrounding who helped her. She quickly dries her eyes on
her sleeve.

Marlous van den Tooren
December 2010

i

Summary
September 2009. Typhoon Ketsana makes landfall in Vietnam. The North Central coastal area is one
of the most severely damaged regions of the country. All sorts of projects get started up to boost
local recovery. Among these there is a project run by a consortium of the Netherlands Red Cross and
the German Red Cross. Both cash and commodities are distributed in support of people’s recovery in
different areas. With distinct reasons for distributing either cash or commodities, the question rises
which form of aid works best. The core of this thesis discusses the appropriateness of cash, vouchers,
commodities and various sub-forms in different situations through the eyes of different stakeholders.
The field study for this thesis was conducted in Vietnam. Over 200 project beneficiaries were
interviewed. Interviewees were asked for their experiences with the aid (both cash and commodities)
provided to them through the Red Cross project. People were asked about their preferences
regarding forms of aid, priorities regarding the most pressing needs after Ketsana and satisfaction
regarding the project as a whole. Satisfaction was generally high and the aid forms appropriate.
Priorities could be met by beneficiaries through the use of cash they received from the project or (in
case commodities were received) could meet their other needs through different aid mechanisms
beside the Red Cross project.
Roughly there are three major points I am raising in this thesis. Firstly, I argue that giving help in any
way always provides a rainbow of opinions as several stakeholders are involved. The problem arising
from this is that there can be no solid answer to the question of aid appropriateness using a single
perspective. Stakeholders generally have different interests regarding control and safety issues on
the one hand and freedom of choice on the other hand. Especially when evaluating aid-providing
projects the answers are not unambiguous. Advantages for one stakeholder can be a disadvantage to
another.
The second argument I raise is that local existing structures especially social structures are
undervalued as project supporting implementation structures. The key consideration in this is trust,
again related to the different stakeholders involved in a project from one stakeholder in the other.
However, the argument stretches beyond the mere mention of stakeholders. By trust in stakeholders
I also mean the confidence to re-define stakeholders into a less conventional lay-out. Throughout the
field research in Vietnam it appeared that people in the project region tended to think as a collective
rather than an individual. Project targeting (after all a form of stakeholder defining) might hence be
focusing on (social) networks (such as the communes in Vietnam) rather than the separate
individuals jointly making up these networks. It requires trust to assume that if a community is
targeted as a whole the aid a project wishes to provide ends up with the ‘right’ people –those with
the greatest need for it.
Thirdly, I argue that the aforementioned local (social and physical) structures can provide an
excellent basis for speedy aid interventions. The use of local circumstances can save aid providing
agencies the time of having to set up targeting and distribution facilities. By the same token, the
absence of certain structures such as economic or infrastructures can force aid providers to resort to
different forms of aid to provide.
All in all, different stakeholders have different criteria to evaluate both success and failure of aid
provision. It requires trust mostly from donating and implementing parties in local stakeholders and
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circumstances to provide aid through the potentially ‘easiest’ but also the least ‘controllable’ way.
The underestimation of local structures can be a missed opportunity as well as a determining factor
in how appropriately aid can be administered.

iii

Table of Contents
Drinking Tea in Le Thuy ............................................................................................................................ i
Summary ..................................................................................................................................................ii
Table of Contents .................................................................................................................................... iv
Figures ................................................................................................................................................ vii
Tables ................................................................................................................................................. vii
Abbreviations ..................................................................................................................................... vii
Words of Introduction ............................................................................................................................. 1
1.1 Structure of this thesis .................................................................................................................. 3
1.2 Acknowledgements ....................................................................................................................... 3
2 Theoretical Framework ........................................................................................................................ 5
2.1 Natural disasters and disaster aftermath...................................................................................... 5
2.1.1 Natural Disaster ...................................................................................................................... 5
2.1.2 Disaster Aftermath ................................................................................................................. 6
2.1.3 Humanitarian aid .................................................................................................................... 6
2.1.4 Relief, Development and the In-between .............................................................................. 7
2.1.5 Theorizing aid ......................................................................................................................... 7
2.2 Social outlook and project implementation .................................................................................. 8
2.2.1 Commune-based interventions and solidarity ....................................................................... 8
2.2.2 Project evaluation ................................................................................................................ 10
2.2.3 Different Interests – Different Outlooks .............................................................................. 12
2.2.4 Types of Aid Transfers .......................................................................................................... 12
3. Methodology ..................................................................................................................................... 13
3.1 Research Methods ....................................................................................................................... 13
3.1.1 Literature Study .................................................................................................................... 13
3.1.2 Interviews & Observations ................................................................................................... 14
3.2 Internal and external validity ...................................................................................................... 16
4. Context and its Implications .............................................................................................................. 17

iv

4.1 Context in general ....................................................................................................................... 17
4.1.1 Nature and Populations........................................................................................................ 17
4.1.2 The use of remaining foundations ....................................................................................... 18
4.1.3 Other Help Mechanisms ....................................................................................................... 19
4.2 The case of Vietnam .................................................................................................................... 19
4.2.1 Meteorology & Geology – Ketsana & the project area ........................................................ 19
4.2.2 Remaining foundations and livelihoods ............................................................................... 20
4.2.3 Other Help Mechanisms ....................................................................................................... 21
4.3 Conclusions .................................................................................................................................. 24
5 Types of Aid & Experiences ................................................................................................................ 25
5.1 (Direct) monetary aid .................................................................................................................. 25
5.1.1 Unconditional Cash............................................................................................................... 25
5.1.2 Conditional cash ................................................................................................................... 26
5.1.3 Restricted cash ..................................................................................................................... 26
5.1.4 Cash for Work / Labor-based cash grants ............................................................................ 26
5.1.5 Subsidies ............................................................................................................................... 27
5.1.6 Social Assistance ................................................................................................................... 27
5.2 Indirect aid – Vouchers ............................................................................................................... 28
5.3 Commodities ............................................................................................................................... 29
5.4 Advantages and Disadvantages ................................................................................................... 30
5.4.1 Comparing different forms of aid ......................................................................................... 30
5.4.2 Advantages and Disadvantages Schematically ..................................................................... 33
5.5 Requirements for the effectiveness of aid methods ................................................................... 37
Consideration: Market Dynamics .................................................................................................. 39
Consideration: Local habits ........................................................................................................... 40
Consideration: Influencing aid....................................................................................................... 41
6 Field Research – Evaluation of the RCC project in the aftermath of Ketsana ................................... 43

v

6.1 Netherlands Red Cross history in Vietnam ................................................................................. 43
6.2 Origin of consortium and cooperation partners ......................................................................... 43
6.3 Project ......................................................................................................................................... 44
6.3.1 Factuality .............................................................................................................................. 44
6.3.3 Outcome of the questionnaires ........................................................................................... 49
6.4 Impact Assessment & project Analysis/ evaluation .................................................................... 53
6.4.1 Appropriateness & relevance ............................................................................................... 53
6.4.2 Effectiveness......................................................................................................................... 54
6.4.3 Efficiency .............................................................................................................................. 55
6.4.4 Impact ................................................................................................................................... 56
6.4.5 Sustainability ........................................................................................................................ 57
6.5 Other aid mechanisms besides the RCC present after Ketsana .................................................. 58
6.6 Overall conclusion on the Project ............................................................................................... 58
7. Conclusions ........................................................................................................................................ 60
List of Sources........................................................................................................................................ 66

vi

Figures
Figure 5.5: Which CBI to Implement: a Decision Tree
Figure 6.3.1: map of the project area
Figure 6.3.3a: Sources of income of all the interviewees combined.
Figure 6.3.3b: Damages to assets suffered from Ketsana by all interviewees combined
Figure 6.3.3c: overview of expenditures by cash recipient households

Tables
Table 5.4.2a: Advantages and disadvantages of cash by stakeholder
Table 5.4.2b: Advantages and disadvantages of vouchers by stakeholder
Table 5.4.2c: Advantages and disadvantages of commodities by stakeholder
Table 6.3.1: overview of project area
Table 6.3.2: visited provinces, districts and communes
Table 6.3.2b: question on priorities in different timeframes. The columns labeled No. 1 – 7 are meant
to rank the priorities in.
Table 6.3.3a: priorities ranked by timeframe 0-<6 months after a disaster and > 6 months after a
disaster per region.
Table 6.3.3b: overview of preferred aid method by timeframe

Abbreviations
BBB

Build Back Better

DP

Disaster Preparedness

DRR

Disaster Risk Reduction

ECHO Humanitarian Aid Department of the European Commission
GRC

German Red Cross

IAs

Implementing Agencies

LRD

Linking Relief to Development

LRRD

Linking Relief to Rehabilitation to Development

NLRC

Netherlands Red Cross

RCC

Red Cross Consortium

VCA

Vulnerability and Capacity Assessment

VNRC Vietnamese Red Cross

vii

Words of Introduction

“I don’t think I’m better or kinder of heart, I’m as guilty as I can be,
But every chance I get to put a smile on someone’s face I will take it, believe me”
Too Many Happy Faces – K’s Choice

In February 2010 I started my internship on the International Department of the Netherlands Red
Cross headquarters in The Hague, the Netherlands. During this internship the Netherlands Red Cross
(NLRC) in a consortium with the German Red Cross (GRC) was running a project in North-Central
Vietnam in the aftermath of Storm no. 9 (better known internationally as ‘Ketsana’). The project
aimed to support the recovery of people affected by the storm. However, due to differing contexts in
different areas, different help strategies were adopted simultaneously. Some regions were given aid
in-kind, whereas other regions received cash grants. Resulting from this multiplicity of aid forms
applied with the same goals (i.e. the support of the recovery of storm affected people), the question
rose which form of aid was more effective. Being relatively unfamiliar with cash distributions, the
NLRC wanted to gain insight into the advantages and disadvantages of cash-distribution at commune
level. Was aid in the form of directly usable commodities more effective than the form of freely
expendable, multi-purpose cash? There are several weighing factors influencing the success or failure
of any form of aid. Even the terms of in-kind aid and cash are ambiguous by themselves with various
sub-forms of aid resulting in different appliances.
Aid in-kind is a historically often used method to provide aid. Cash on the other hand is not only new
to the NLRC, but is in fact new to many organizations internationally. More and more organizations
are experimenting with the use of cash transfers in their attempts to support people in need.
Apparently, there are certain advantages to using cash and/or certain disadvantages to using
commodities. Basically, this is the outline of this thesis. I mean to establish the appropriateness of
either form of aid bearing in mind differing circumstances.
The main question I am hoping to answer in this thesis is the following. In natural disaster aftermath,
when should what form of aid be applied? In the literature regarding this topic, opinions are
diversified. Important to note however is that advantages and disadvantages are to a large degree (if
not entirely) dependent on context. All manner of circumstances have to be encapsulated in
considerations on forms of aid. The most basic consideration regards the actual phase of disaster
aftermath. A humanitarian context is likely to require different intervention than a rehabilitation
phase does. Besides the disaster timeframe there are multiple issues that ought to be included in
considerations on aid. Hence, the first sub-question of this thesis is concerned with the several kinds
of contextual traits that have to be taken into account when deciding which form of aid is
appropriate. Once context has been logically organized into a usable frame for decision-making,
advantages and disadvantages can be visualized. However, what should not be underestimated is the
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extent to which an advantage for one actor can be a disadvantage to another. In principle,
stakeholders in a broad sense are part of the composition of context determining project policy.
Some emphasis though should be given to three groups of actors indispensable to any project with a
particularly heavy stake in project policy and implementation: the disaster-affected population (i.e.
the target group of a project); the project implementing organization; and finally (if different from
the implementing agency) the donor to the project. Due to their particular involvement in the project
these two or three actors may have different interests and may be in fact counter-productive. I argue
that it is impossible to prefer either cash or in-kind aid using a single perspective to decide so. It
requires at least two to three different takes on aid provision with potentially very different
outcomes.
Despite thorough theoretical preparations, practical experience may turn out differently. What sort
of experience has been had worldwide by organizations with projects after natural disasters using
cash or commodity distributions in support of disaster-stricken populations? In an attempt to
complete and, if applicable, correct theoretical knowledge, this thesis aims to parallel practical
experiences to existing theory so as to establish if theory and practice add up to a logical unity and
eventually come to a thoroughly backed-up conclusion on the appropriateness of different forms of
aid in different situations following natural disaster.
During a two-month period in Spring 2010 my fieldwork was conducted in Vietnam. As part of postmonitoring procedures, I have asked beneficiaries to the aforementioned Red Cross project for their
opinion on a variety of themes. They were asked to express their satisfaction and preferences for
cash or commodity-based aid. Also, some decision-makers, the project manager and project officers
were asked for their opinions and experiences. Furthermore, I have studied the terms and
requirements of the donor to the project (ECHO) to establish their opinions likewise. However, the
information I obtained from the interviewed project staff and the studied ECHO regulations served as
background information to the observations I made in the field as well as the answers given by the
interviewed beneficiaries. By investigating all three basic stakeholders in the project I hope to give a
good overview of similar and/or, if applicable, contradictions in interests. Although I would have liked
to include more stakeholders in my research, such as people from the non-targeted local population,
local government officials and officials from the Vietnamese mass-organizations to create a more
complete and balanced picture, this was unfortunately impossible due to time restraints. However, I
still believe with the inclusion of the three main actors in the project-context, I can create a fair
insight into the differing motivations and outlooks of actors relevant to the argument of this thesis.
I intend to create an overview of the several considerations that are required in order to make a welldefined, thoroughly contemplated decision on which form of aid should be matched with what sorts
of circumstances. This thesis is hence aimed at organizations dealing with these kinds of decisions,
such as the Netherlands Red Cross.
There is plenty of on-going debate on the use of cash versus the use of commodities among aid
agencies and other parties. I believe however, that for undefined (possibly political) reason, there is
little literary as well as practical acknowledgement of the fact that different stakeholders have
different opinions and that decisions are made accordingly. The gap in understanding, or taboo if
anything else, in current aid-provision debates I hope to fill with this thesis is to increase awareness
of different opinions and hence different interests in aid decision-making. There can be no blue-print
applicable for multiple situations: no two situations and no two stakeholders are exactly the alike.
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1.1 Structure of this thesis
To increase the understanding of this thesis, some terms have to be clarified. In the following chapter
the most important terms will be conceptualized with the aim of eradicating any confusion regarding
terminology. I have introduced some key ideas such as disaster phases in the above paragraph which
will be connected more clearly and explicitly within the conceptualization. Once all theory is defined,
I move on to chapter 3 entailing the methodology used for the research upon which this thesis is
based.
Chapter four serves to introduce the aspects of context that can make a vital difference to the
success or failure of a project. This chapter has a dual purpose. On the one hand it identifies the key
aspects of context and stakeholders that are involved in project decision-making and implementation
in general. On the other hand, I also aim to use these terms to outline the Vietnamese project
context. I will combine theoretical generalizations with the practical example of Vietnam.
Resulting from the previous chapter, chapter five continues the outline of contextual considerations
for different forms of aid provision. The options of aid-provision are more various than merely ‘cash’
or ‘in-kind’ though. As such, this chapter will be dedicated to the different possible forms of aid, their
advantages and disadvantages. As both success and failure are relative terms, once more, this is
where different outlooks are concerned and hence discussed.
The next chapter, chapter six, deals with the research done in Vietnam more extensively. While in
Vietnam 221 interviews have been conducted among project beneficiaries. This chapter will provide
in-depth information on the ins and outs of the interviews. Basic questions will be answered on the
who, where, why and how of interviews. Secondly, this chapter presents the most important findings
resulting from the interviews. Lastly, a project evaluation will be presented to establish the
appropriateness of the given forms of aid in the applicable context.
Chapter seven entails the conclusions and implications born from the interviewing and further
research results. These conclusions are the combination of the preliminary conclusions resulting from
chapters four and five and the practical considerations resulting from chapter six.
1.2 Acknowledgements
Of course, this thesis would not be possible without the help of a number of people and
organizations. Firstly, I want to thank the Netherlands Red Cross for granting me the opportunity to
join their organization as an intern. In particular I want to thank Ms. Miranda Visch for her
enthusiastic supervision and dedication to my work. Secondly, I wish to thank Ms. Patricia Vermeulen
and Ms. Theodora van Meerwijk for their support throughout and even after my internship. With
regard to my fieldwork in Vietnam, my travels to Vietnam and stay there would not have been
possible without the support of the Red Cross regional department of Zutphen (the Netherlands) and
especially Mr. Aart Wijker, my special thanks go out to you. I also thank Mr. Paul van der Laan who
accepted me as an intern at the Netherlands Red Cross office in Hanoi, Vietnam.
Furthermore, I owe a big thank you to Ms. Vigdis Gammelsaether for accommodating me and
facilitating my fieldwork while based in the project region of Hue, Vietnam. I thank Ms. Thuy Binh
Nguyen for her advice, company, facilitation of my work and her introduction to Vietnamese joking
habits. Of course, I want to include the Vietnam Red Cross here as well, whom I thank for their
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hospitality and very kind co-operation enabling me to get in touch with project beneficiaries. Prof.
Thea Hilhorst of the University of Wageningen (the Netherlands) receives my thanks for supervising
the making of this thesis.
Lastly, I want to thank my new-found Vietnamese friends without whom my interviewing in the field
would not have been possible and who made my time in Vietnam absolutely unforgettable, my
translators: talkative Thu, excellent motorbike-driver Minh, laughing ladies Nhi, Tuyen and Vi, and
finally my ‘sporty chicken’ Tram. ;)
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2 Theoretical Framework

“A connecting principle, Linked to the invisible, Almost imperceptible, Something inexpressible,
Science insusceptible, Logic so inflexible, Causally connectable, Yet nothing is invincible…
If we share this nightmare, Then we can dream, Spiritus mundi”
Synchronicity I – The Police

Some things have to be said to provide a frame of reference regarding terminology. Different people
will have different interpretations of different terms. In the following text I attempt to clarify the
terms I deem necessary in order to enhance the understanding of the readers of this thesis regarding
my statements and considerations.
2.1 Natural disasters and disaster aftermath
2.1.1 Natural Disaster
The main question of this thesis regards the aftermath of natural disasters. First thing to establish
then is what the definition of a natural disaster is and what is meant by the term ‘disaster aftermath’.
Firstly, I argue that there are three main categories of disasters: natural disasters, resulting from an
event caused by nature (without direct human interference); technological disasters, resulting from
technological failure of some sort presenting a danger to elements in the environment outside to the
technology and man-made disasters by which I mean the results from conflict. For this thesis though,
I will confine my considerations to natural disasters.
Browsing through the countless definitions of natural disaster most authors agree that a disaster is
the extreme and negative disruption of daily life by a natural event to such an extent that regular
socio-economic resilience fails to recover to a previous state of normality without aid external to the
impacted socio-economic unit (e.g. Blaikie, et al, 1994). Many authors, especially those looking from
a medical point of view, feel compelled to include human damage (i.e. injuries or loss of lives, danger
to public health, etc.) in their definitions (e.g. Hooke & Rogers (2010); IFRC (1994)). From a medical
standpoint this is understandable. However, a natural disaster often but not always includes human
victims. A disaster may also be ‘limited’ to environmental damage and not necessarily (directly) affect
human beings. In this thesis though, I will only consider disasters where human beings are involved in
any way. By ‘any way’ I firstly mean directly in terms of injury, loss of life, material damages, etc.
Secondly, human damage may occur indirectly through for example populations getting struck by
price inflation resulting from harvest destruction or populations being flooded with migrants moving
away from a disaster scene towards a commodity distribution centre. Both forms of involvement are
taken on board in the considerations of this thesis.
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Some consideration is required regarding the claiming that a disaster is only a disaster when those
affected by the disaster cannot hope to recover by themselves and as such require ‘external’ aid (e.g
De Satgé & Holloway, 2002; El-Shaarawi & Piergorsch, 2002). This claim seems doubtful as the same
literature suggests that people in disasters turn out to be incredibly resilient and resourceful in
finding their own ways to recover. Disaster-affected people might help one another to jointly
overcome whatever event has occurred. This gives rise to the question: what is meant by ‘external’ in
the sense of external aid? In my eyes and for this thesis, external aid is considered to be aid given by
non-affected actors, i.e. actors who are in full possession of their normal capacities, aiding affected
people without the goal of economic gain. If aid were given with the aim of economic gain, it would
be a service rather than aid, although I realize this last notion is a disputable statement.
2.1.2 Disaster Aftermath
Within a disaster aftermath timeline, three phases are generally distinguished. Firstly, the relief
phase. This is in fact the phase that starts on the instant the disaster starts. As soon as damage or
danger occurs to people resulting from a natural event, the relief phase sets in. Once the worst dust
has settled and a situation has stabilized, the phase of rehabilitation enters into working, restoring
the most basic facilities making moves back towards normality and pre-disaster living standards.
Finally, when communities have restored their lives to the point of normality, building society
continues from there into (long-term) development.
2.1.3 Humanitarian aid
Humanitarian aid is defined by Hilhorst and Jansen (2009) as “typically aid in crises, dire situations to
save lives and alleviate suffering”. The principles that lead humanitarian aid are a widely carried
consensus on the code of conduct as phrased by the ICRC in the 1950s. These humanitarian
principles, Leader states, “can best be seen as a compromise between military-political necessity and
the dictates of conscience and humanity (...). As such, they are one part of the broader set of the
‘rules of war’”(2000: 11). There is a major drawback to this explanation as it limits the idea of
humanitarian aid to man-made disasters, i.e. conflict-related situations. Hilhorst and Jansen focus on
the situation rather than the context of the situation. The essence of these principles defends this
stand as natural disasters may cause as much humanitarian need as conflict-related disasters do.
The principles themselves not only form a framework by which humanitarian aid should operate, but
also – and in this Leader is correct to focus on conflict-related disaster – to protect humanitarians in a
field of fighting parties. The framework of principles grants humanitarian actors a symbolic
protection from harm while doing their work. “Humanitarianism is a way of acting: carrying out
actions which are, and are perceived to be, impartial, neutral and, by extension, independent from
political, religious or other extraneous bias.(…) Humanitarians are driven by the immediacy and the
rightness of the act, not its potential consequences”(IFRC, 1997: 141). The ICRC and IFRC both
operate in the understanding that humanitarian aid should save lives and alleviate suffering
wherever, whenever and to whomever it may occur.
By the relief phase is understood in this thesis the period following the natural disaster in which the
damage to (and disruption of) daily life and routines occur until the infliction of direct damages has
stabilized or come to a standstill. Depending on the size of the disaster and the suitability for
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recovery of the surrounding context to the stricken area, the relief phase can take days, to weeks, to
months and some claim even years (Buchanan-Smith & Maxwell, 1994).
2.1.4 Relief, Development and the In-between
Once lives are saved with humanitarian aid, they are not automatically fit to be lifted to a higher
standard through development. There is a practical episode in between. Some form of basic facilities
should be brought back into lives and livelihoods to build development structures upon. These basic
facilities are drawn up in the in-between of humanitarian aid and development aid. Rehabilitation as
it is called normally “focuses on enabling the affected population to resume more-or-less normal
(pre-disaster) patterns of life. It may be considered as a transitional phase between immediate relief
and more major, long-term development”(Dasgupta, 2007: 215).
As explained before, there is a grey space without specific bordering between humanitarian aid and
development aid. One way to deal with this space is to name it rehabilitation. But naming a grey
space does not make it much easier to actually treat it as a well-defined concept. Rehabilitation
remains a grey area as ‘basic’ facilities have different meanings to different people. In this thesis, I
regard rehabilitation as the phase starting after the acute emergency (the relief phase) is over.
Furthermore, rehabilitation intends to bring disaster-stricken people or communities back to their
pre-disaster living standard. Once the old living standard has been recovered, I argue that technically
the rehabilitation phase is over and development can start taking place improving the living standard
from there. In a broad sense I agree with Dasgupta. However, Dasgupta presents rehabilitation as the
‘transition phase’ between short-term and major, long-term development. The shortcoming of this
definition in my view is that the rehabilitation phase deserves more credit: it is not just to name the
‘vacuum’ between humanitarian intervention and development. Rehabilitation is an entity of its own,
it has its own distinct goals that viably differ from either developmental or humanitarian goals.
Rehabilitation is not intended to save lives nor to improve lives, but to restore livelihoods.
This idea of returning to a zero point (the pre-disaster situation) is becoming old-fashioned though
for some aid implementing agencies. Over the last years the theory of Linking Relief to
(Rehabilitation to) Development has emerged. The theory of ‘Building Back Better’ is the perfect
embodiment of LRD (or LRRD). In recent years, the theory of ‘Building Back Better’ has gradually
taken hold (Schreurer, 2010). The whole point of this approach to rehabilitation is that the transition
from the relief phase to the ‘normal’ situation is supposed to incorporate loss reduction and
improvement of the pre-disaster situation (Schreurer, 2010). In a way rehabilitation and
development goals are smashed into one course of action surpassing the zero point of pre-disaster
normality while striving for the higher goal of ‘back better’ (Monday, 2002). Similarly to the above
discussed relief phase it depends on the magnitude of the disaster and further context to state when
the humanitarian phase ends, when rehabilitation begins and when rehabilitation transcends into
development, if these last two are separable at all according to the ‘building back better’ theory.
2.1.5 Theorizing aid
Besides the discussion on LRD and Building Back Better, the nature of aid has only come to evolve as
a serious issue for debate during the last 30 years. Before the 1980s the general understanding
comprised the ‘lack’ of commodities in poor places (IDL, 2008). However, in 1980s Amartya Sen
launched his famous ‘entitlement’-theory. This theory demarcated the start of a new era focusing on
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access to resources rather than the lack of them (Sen, 1980). Digging into local context gives insight
in power relations and structures, determining who has access to which resources.
The insights gained by zooming in on access to goods and facilities on the household level caused
another shift in thinking. The so-called livelihoods approach emerged (e.g. IDL (2008); Beall & Mutter
(2007)). This approach acknowledged the diversity of societies and their economic activities. Simply
because people have farming lands, this does not mean agriculture is their sole or prime income.
How people sustain themselves (and could possibly recover from disaster) became a bigger issue and
resulting from this, forms of aid were adapted to this new way of thinking. Aid organizations would
take into account the issue of sustainability: aid had to make a long-term difference (IDL, 2008). This
is where linking humanitarian (emergency) aid to development (sustainable) aid entered the stage.
Two reasons heralded the necessity and hence the opening of the discussion on linking emergency
and permanence. Firstly, it appears that there are more emergencies in recent time. The occurrence
of both natural disasters as well as war seems to have increased (Buchanan-Smith & Maxwell, 1994).
Some say the increase of disasters of the last several decades is the result of climate change (e.g
Oxfam (2007)) Others argue that the number of disasters has increased because there are more
people on the planet and hence more people at risk from a natural events (CRED quoted by UNEP,
2005). Furthermore, due to technology and media, more disasters are recorded and made visible all
over the world. This might also give rise to the idea that disasters occur more often where it is in fact
only the number of visibilities that increases.
The second reason why LRD became a relevant topic for debate and policy-makers is that the
emergencies that come to exist seem to have a more permanent character than before. Due to all
sorts of contextual features people are incapable of recovering quickly. Emergencies have a longer
lasting nature (Buchanan-Smith & Maxwell, 1994). This too provides a motivation for linking relief to
development.
2.2 Social outlook and project implementation
2.2.1 Commune-based interventions and solidarity
The Red Cross project in Vietnam which was studied during the fieldwork for this thesis, was
conducted from a ‘communal approach’ (NLRC, 2010 (ToR)). ‘Commune’ here means a specific
governmental area within boundaries defined by the national Vietnamese government. Most
communes (if not all) consist of several hamlets and even sub-hamlets. Although commune and
community are two different concepts, in this context they are fairly comparable. ‘Commune’ as
used by the Red Cross represents the lowest Vietnamese governmental level. ‘Community’ on the
other hand is a sociological concept with imaginary boundaries determined differently and
individually by each pair of observant eyes. This idea underlines the definition of constructivism,
which is the theory of reality being defined subjectively to whoever observes it (Morris, 2006). Every
person relates, identifies and understands the world around them by their own meanings. No truth is
applicable for more than one person. In contrast, a positivist view would deny this idea of
subjectivity. Positivist thinkers would agree that it is possibly to ‘measure’ reality objectively (ibid.).
The problem that in my opinion arises with a positivist approach is that viewing study objectives
(communities or societies) through ‘outsiders’’ eyes easily misses internal structures and linkages
among studied elements exercising mutual influences that can only be observed or determined by
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internal actors. Long (1992: 20) argues that “although it may be true that certain important structural
changes result from the impact of outside forces, it is theoretically unsatisfactory to base one’s
analysis on the concept of external determination”.
I have tried to follow this line of thought in my field research through an actor-oriented approach in
which I centered the social actors to the Red Cross project in Vietnam. The merit of this approach lies
in the increased understanding of socio-cultural intertwinement through the obtainment of vision of
people within the research unit. By including local ideas and social contexts any further conclusions
and insights will become more valuable as a result of understanding underlying linkages and
structures.
An extra advantage of an actor-oriented approach is the degree of participation of people. Through
participation beneficiaries themselves get the chance to air their opinions, their wishes, their
objections and their fears regarding the aid distribution and actually influence the process of
decision-making and aid distribution. However, it requires personal input, individuality of thought
and the courage to express opinions. Vietnam is a principally communist country. People are
relatively new to the concept of having an individual opinion (to express) and an individual interest.
Having an individual opinion, and the willingness to express it without fear, is typical to individualist
societies (Halman, 1996). Vietnam is not an individualist country: both the government and its
subjects traditionally place the greater good above their own, although to an outsider this idea is
generally overshadowed by assumptions on corruption regarding the Communist Party and
government (Sandholtz & Taagepera, 2005). However, the Vietnamese are proud of their ability to
place the greater good before their own and are happy about this (several anonymous interviews). I
argue that the approaching of a collective society from an (external) individualist point of view might
have the unwanted side-effect of the decay of local structures of social cohesion.
In Vietnam I have come to see that a large degree of disaster-recovery procedures is based on
(mutual) solidarity. This is something that people are comfortable with: they rely on one another,
including when disaster strikes. Besides, people are not used to expressing their opinions (at least
not to outsiders) and in fact possibly fear consequences when they do. How fitting is the idea of
community-based intervention then? How appropriate is it to ask people for their individual input?
Hypothetically speaking, asking people to vent their opinions and they should differ from the greater
(communal) sentiment, this might undermine local solidarity and hence local survival structures.
I understand solidarity to be a social structure that puts expectations and requirements on its
individual members to protect and support them from ‘outside’ negative influences, such as disaster.
Likewise, should individuals ‘break’ traditions of solidarity, I believe this would mean that the social
structure gets undermined and eventually (if tradition breaking persists) falls apart entirely.
Harrell-Bond argues the other way around. She argues that without beneficiary participation the
cohesion among people diminishes. The reasoning is fairly simple: if agencies think on their behalf
and simply ‘apply help’ the way they deem best, beneficiaries are no longer required to think for
themselves or each other and will become dependent on aid rather than each other (Harrell-Bond,
1999). Harrell-Bond’s research concerned refugees rather than disaster-stricken populations who
stayed on their original grounds. However, the situation is similar in terms of ‘thinking’. Harrell-Bond
argues that participation is the key of solidarity, but in the case of Vietnam, I believe it would ruin

9

local solidarity. I state that in order for participation of beneficiaries in any project procedure to work
a degree of social organization is necessary for solidarity and social structure to persist or improve.
Otherwise people will think for themselves instead of for the common good and hence undermine
their own aid-independent survival structure.
Concluding from the above mentioned ideas, I include a third perspective besides constructivism and
positivism. A realist point of view regards research populations as being formed by individual truths
and overarching (objectively verifiable) social structures alike rather than one or the other
(Jamieson).
To reflect these two ‘layers’of truth, I use the model as designed by Vranken & Hendrickx to stipulate
the practical outline of this theoretical notion. Vranken & Hendrickx are among the sociologists who
neatly split society into a scheme of 3 social layers derived from its theoretical economic equivalent
(2001). They state that society can be regarded from a macro-perspective looking at society as a
whole without regard for internal distinctive features. Secondly, there is the meso-level at which
mostly organizations, unions, churches and other forms of collectivities are encountered. Thirdly, the
micro-level is as close to the ground as possible and in fact refers to individuals, households and
other small-scale actors. In the case of Vietnam, these levels are not as transparent as theory
suggests. There are no tangible lines separating the different levels of society. However, the scheme
does provide a good guide for thought in the sense that – especially – micro- and meso-level can be
regarded differently when evaluating the research project of this thesis in the Ketsana aftermath.
From a bird’s-eye view, the meso-level represents the objective social contextual assets at work in a
research population. From a micro-perspective the individual or very small research units (with
individual realities) can be studied and evaluated. As such, both forms are equally helpful if applied
with care and consciousness. The missing element in this though is the collectivity of individuals, or
what I call the non-organized collectivity. This is the kind of collectivity not put down in any visible or
tangible framework, which in my opinion is best perceived through tradition. This social glue of
society should hover somewhere between the micro- and the meso-level of the Vranken and
Hendrickx scheme as a non-institutionalized, but overarching structure of collective conscience and
reality. Throughout my research in Vietnam I have borne in mind this particular outlook while
conducting my interviews and further research in hope of maximizing my understanding of locality.
2.2.2 Project evaluation
What determines the success or failure of aid provision? This depends on the pre-set goals and actual
results once the project was terminated (and possibly even later than the final date of the project).
To establish and measure the results of a project, a project evaluation should be done. “Evaluation is
the systematic acquisition and assessment of information to provide useful feedback about some
object” (Trochim, 2006). This is the definition of project evaluation used in this thesis. The variable
‘some object’ in this definition will have the meaning of ‘a project’ or ‘program’. The relevance of this
definition lies in the ‘useful feedback’ component. ‘Useful feedback’ suggests not only to evaluate
the results (negative, positive, internal, external, etc.) achieved by a project, but also to judge the
process that led to these achievements. This definition fuses both formative (process) and
summative (outcome) evaluation characteristics (Trochim, 2006). What does not become clear from
the above definition however, is that sometimes it is unknown what sort of feedback is ‘useful’. It
may take a considerable amount of time before elements that should be included in feedback
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reports reveal themselves. The project evaluation may have already been done and terminated by
then (Notten, 2010).
There are two leading philosophies on evaluation styles. Firstly, there is the directed evaluation (also
known as the directional, positivist or expert approach). The emphasis of this approach rests with the
external evaluator. Evaluation criteria are phrased and set by agents outside the research population.
The main characteristic is that the research population does not exercise influence on the criteria.
Consequently, there is a minor focus on the process of the project and major focus on the outcomes,
the actual results. It is a static approach arguing that only experiences the senses can register would
be scientific proof. The invisible elements such as individual thoughts, hopes or wants are irrelevant
to the positivist thinker. Human behaviour is the product of environmental circumstances rather than
individuality and can thus be objectively observed and ‘measured’ (Livesey, 2006).
The second style of evaluating is the participatory evaluation method (also known as the
participatory approach or the interactionist theory). The participatory approach stresses the
interpretivist view of evaluation. It stands in exact opposition to the positivist theory that objective
social structures produce human behaviour. Instead, interpretivism argues social structures are the
product of individual subjective behaviours. This individuality results in a necessity to focus on indepth individual information rather than statistical information. “The social world is understood
("interpreted") by different people in different situations in different ways (something you interpret
as a "problem", for example, may not be seen by me as a problem)” (Livesey, 2006: 4)). Logically, this
method attempts to involve a variety of stakeholders including the research population to get as
good an in-depth idea of different individual perspectives at work. The criteria for evaluation are preset to the discussion with stakeholders, but opinions on evaluation criteria are wanted and
incorporated where appropriate. “Management committees, funders, workers and beneficiaries (or
participants) may all make some contribution to deciding what is to be evaluated and how. (...) The
criteria and the method are not imposed by outside bodies and can vary from situation to situation”
(Trochim, 2006). “Participatory evaluation notes the contradiction between an evaluation's design
and findings, and the lack of usefulness or relevance the information has for primary consumers and
stakeholders” (Cousins & Earl, quoted by Upshur & Barreto-Cortez, 1995).
In this thesis I use a realism point of view to evaluate a project. Realism argues, like positivism, in
favour of the existence of objectively verifiable social structures that can independently have an
impact on social behaviour. At the same time it acknowledges the interpretivist idea that individual
thoughts and realities are an important drive to behaviour (and hence determinant to social
structures). I think the two ideas of social structures and individualism are mutually influential and
inseparable. In practical terms of going about evaluation, a Participatory Evaluation view has been
adopted by me for this study. However, thought has been given to the understanding of contextual
elements, including social structures (see chapter 4), thus not fully rejecting the positivist idea of the
existence of social structures beyond individual control.
“PE approaches seek to be practical, useful, formative and empowering: practical in that they
respond to the needs, interests and concerns of their primary users; useful because findings are
disseminated in ways in which primary users can use them; and formative because they seek to
improve program outcomes.” (Upshur & Barreto-Cortez, 1995).
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2.2.3 Different Interests – Different Outlooks
The main purpose of this thesis is to identify which forms of aid should be provided in which
particular circumstances of human need after natural disaster. One aspect in addressing this issue
regards the scope of view by which the decision on forms of aid is made during crises and/or crises
aftermath. By scope of view I mean to distinguish three main viewpoints which have been briefly
introduced before. Firstly, there are the beneficiaries to the project. They are the ones in need of aid.
Secondly, there are the implementing organizations organizing and providing for the aid project.
Lastly, there are the donors to the project who effectively pay for it. In some cases the latter two
actors are in fact one and the same. Yet, as scopes of view might differ per actor they will be treated
separately.
A major complication in aid provision may be that beneficiaries, once identified through targeting,
have a wide array of different needs. In response to these needs, several options of providing
(appropriate) aid are possible as will be outlined in chapter 5. However, it might just be that
whatever beneficiaries prefer, implementing organizations and/or donors do not feel comfortable
with this. There may be contradicting interests and concerns causing a theoretical impasse on
deciding on aid provision. The key element here is that at all times second agendas may be kept by
any one party. Whereas beneficiaries might prefer freedom of choice to obtain aid commodities,
donors and implementers may want to see more clearly what becomes of their money and will
therefore want more control on the aid distribution (chain).
Getting back to the main question on which aid should be provided under which circumstances, it is
obligatory to divide scopes of view on forms of aid as these do not allow generalization. Three (or
two) different agendas simply do not factually collide, with the result that when separated, the
answer on the appropriate form of aid can be completely diversified.
2.2.4 Types of Aid Transfers
The scope of this thesis is limited to so-called asset-transfer. This limitation entails the exclusion of
aid in the form of technical support, advisory support of any kind and also micro-crediting schemes.
Firstly, the topic of this thesis would become too broad for me to chew and fit it into the limited
timeframe I was up against. Secondly, technical support requires an entirely different procedure
studying both implementation and effect of aid than do asset-transfers. Micro-crediting likewise
seems incomparable to asset-transfers as it would involve the discussion of repayment procedures,
insurances and control mechanisms. In my research I have only briefly dealt with control mechanisms
limiting myself to the mere mentioning of mechanisms rather than the in-depth explaining and
assessing of control mechanisms.
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3. Methodology

“You say you want a revolution, well you know, we all want to change the world
(…)You tell me it’s the institution, well you know, you better free your mind instead,
But if you go carrying pictures of chairman Mao, you ain’t going to make it with anyone anyhow”
Revolution – The Beatles

The aim of the research is to establish the appropriateness of different forms of aid in different
timeframes and contexts. A literature study was conducted to gather theoretical knowledge and
outlooks on this topic. Once in Vietnam, the target population of the Red Cross project was
interviewed, along with project decision-makers and project staff on their practical experiences and
considerations. The comparison of theory and practice provides a good setting for testing one to the
other. The results of this ‘test’ are a validation of considerations in the build up toward future project
decision-making on aid provision. The research consisted of three main elements. The first element is
an extensive literature study. Both academic views and practical experiences have been gathered
and analyzed. Secondly, interviews were held with the project beneficiaries and to a lesser extent
some additional project staff to obtain views from ‘within’ the project. Thirdly, I have relied on my
personal observations. Each of these research methods has been used for triangulation of the
information obtained through the other two.
3.1 Research Methods
3.1.1 Literature Study
The intention behind the literature study was to identify the theoretical and practical ideas on cash
distributions and commodity distributions respectively. From the obtained theory on cashdistributions it quickly became clear that there are many sub-forms of cash. With this knowledge it
was possible to more clearly establish and diversify among different research topics. Practical
experiences were mostly derived from evaluation reports from other organizations but the
(Netherlands or any) Red Cross. Literature looked into was found around keywords of ‘cashdistribution’ in relation to ‘humanitarian’ and/or ‘rehabilitation’ and/or ‘development aid’. These
keywords mostly sufficed in finding experiences focusing on the differences, advantages and
disadvantages of cash compared to commodity distributions.
As mentioned before, cash-distributions are fairly new to many organizations. As such, applying cash
distributions is mostly regarded as an experimental intervention that should be extensively
documented for future use. These ‘experience studies’ and/or ‘lessons learned’ present a good basis
for gaining some insight into the fears, objections, hopes and aims of project implementing agencies.
The conclusions arising from the literature study gave me an idea of what the different standpoints
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of different stakeholders could be. Based on these conclusions I chose the approach for my field
work towards actors I interviewed.
3.1.2 Interviews & Observations
The second element of the research comprised my fieldwork in Vietnam. I spent 2 months in Vietnam
interviewing 221 project beneficiaries and several other actors. The interviews with project
beneficiaries were structured according to survey questions. At the same time, when people
answered, they would be asked follow-up questions not predetermined by the survey. These semistructured interviews resulted in qualitative research results. Although a large number of people
were interviewed, I dare not say it is representative as the sampling was not random or even within
my control. Furthermore, the number of people interviewed is only a small number compared to the
magnitude of project beneficiaries. In chapter six the ins and outs of the questionnaire, sampling,
etc., will be more thoroughly explained.
Besides project beneficiaries some project staff and decision-makers were interviewed. The
interviews were informal of nature. However, I sometimes had the feeling not everyone was entirely
open or honest about matters. Perhaps this was due to the almost on-going presence of local Red
Cross volunteers facilitating interviewing visits. Yet, I tried to cross-check data as much as possible
through different channels, interviewing stakeholders ‘from different ends of the table’, but this
proved to be hard. I have interviewed a number of people outside the NLRC and the German Red
Cross (GRC). These interviews comprised both staff from other organizations with projects in the
same region and people whose interest lay at development aid rather than at humanitarian or
rehabilitation aid. However, the intention of interviews conducted with other people than the
project beneficiaries are merely intended as background information and to cross-check information
I would obtain from the beneficiary interviews and other observations. The results of all interviews
were combined into a comprehensive picture on aid-provision in the Vietnam project region outlined
in chapter 6.
I chose to complement the literature study with the project beneficiary survey to get a completer
vision on aid-distribution and project satisfaction. The downside of literature is after all that it does
not allow for the researcher using the literature to directly question the theory brought up by the
author. A piece of paper or a screen with words will not say anything back. Interviewing on the other
hand, does allow for such interaction between questioner and answerer. By the same token,
interviewees may withhold information or not be honest (Navarro, 2010)). As much as literature
though interviews allow cross-checking unless it concerns opinions. I endeavored to cross-check my
data with different interviews getting statements on facts confirmed.
While doing the interviews in the field with project beneficiaries, some things have to be mentioned
with regards to the reliability of answers given to the asked questions. Firstly, I had to use
interpreters as I do not speak Vietnamese. My interpreters would ask the interviewees a small set of
questions based on the survey. Then, they would translate the bulk of their answers back to me. The
interpreters would keep records written in English directly as they asked their questions. Most survey
questions were multiple choice questions. I was reading along with what my interpreters would write
down. As they did so, I would interrupt when I wanted them to ask follow-up questions on the
answers given. The bad thing about this interviewing method is that I did not get to hear every
answer to every question separately and may have missed important information. On the other
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hand, this was the most efficient way of going as time was limited. Besides, even if my interpreters
had translated ‘everything’ for me at every question, still I would have been at their mercy choosing
what to translate and how. I suppose this is the problem for any interpreter-led job (Birbili, 2000).
However, the major advantage I have found this method to be is that both the researcher and the
interpreter stay in touch with the interviewee. In the beginning when the interpreters and I were
getting used to one another and trying to find our most practical interviewing method, we tried the
translating after every question. The result was that interviewees became slightly insecure as to who
it was they were actually talking to and were cutting short their answers to ‘help’ the interpreters.
During those first interviews, relatively little was written down, due to all the translating going on, it
simply took too much time. When we tried our second method and the interpreters would write
answers down, I noticed interviewees were very understanding of that and felt ‘heard’ as their
answers were taken seriously by writing them down.
A further aspect of the interviewing procedure was that my interpreters and I would be shown
around communes from interviewee to interviewee by local Red Cross volunteers. It was very helpful
to have someone familiar with the area showing us the way. Also, these volunteers were members to
the commune where we would interview people, which in some cases broke the ice. All the same, it
might have been that people did not feel entirely free to speak their mind with their fellow
commune-members listening in on them (Birbili, 2000). A problem that might have aggravated this,
was that the Red Cross is seen by other commune-members as a governmental body (irrespective of
this being true or not). Being interviewed by the Red Cross was imaginably seen by people as being
interviewed by the government. There is no telling to what extent the volunteer presence has
influenced the interviewees to give certain ‘desirable’ answers rather than ‘truthful’ or ‘complete’
answers. I do recall an afternoon in one commune where my interpreter and I would be
accompanied by two local Red Cross members who took on the responsibility of ‘making
beneficiaries talk’. Some interviewees wished to refrain from answering certain questions, especially
with regard to their preferences on forms of aid. However, the volunteers would pressure
interviewees into answering. There was no correcting this as this could have offended the volunteers
greatly and would possibly have affected their further cooperation with us. Some of the communes
visited are in principle closed to foreigners. I had gotten special permission from the local People’s
Committee to enter these communes for interviewing. This produced a delicate tie between me and
my interpreter and the local Red Cross volunteers.
Bearing all this in mind, I had expected to encounter reserved attitudes towards expressing opinions.
Vietnam is a communist country and I was prepared for the rejection of questions (despite thorough
previews by Vietnamese colleagues) and beating around the bush. However, I was happily surprised
to find that people were even prepared to some extent to criticize the aid distribution following the
Ketsana storm. This greatly increases reliability of the research material. The opinions and other
answers during the survey-interviews confirmed things I had read in the literature, but it also
contradicted matters. I was unable to at all times ask further when answers contradicted as I noticed
people did not always feel free to speak for previously discussed reasons. I did not see it as my place
to – in the worst case – bring people in danger or otherwise discomfort them all for the benefit of my
own research. To secure the reliability of the research data I re-inserted some interviewing issues in
different interviews from the original one. By this I mean that if an interview raised certain questions
with me and I felt I could not dig into those on the spot, I would normally transfer these issues and
themes to interviews with other beneficiaries to find out if they have similar sentiments or if they
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could give their (full) opinion. In defense of the aforementioned reliability issues, I argue that there is
no interview a researcher can do being 100% sure of the answers. Hence, I believe that I have
gathered reliable answers through sufficient cross-checking of data in interviews.
Interviews I held with project staff and Red Cross employees were unstructured and informal. For my
internship I normally spent entire working days with them. Topics and issues would arise casually and
mostly several times during my stay in Vietnam. This allowed me to check information by asking the
same questions during different conversations and comparing the answers. This normally gave an
affirmation of what I knew, but occasionally would also change understandings slightly.
I supplemented the above research techniques with my own observations. I used my own
commonsense and whit to understand and ask follow-up questions on answers found. Away from
the interviewees, my interpreters functioned as guides in Vietnamese society answering my
questions on cultural aspects, opinions and interpretations. Traditions, habits and routines were
explained to me by my interpreters. This allowed me to sharpen my observations and place them in
the context they were intended for. The knowledge of context I gathered through informally
speaking with my interpreters and observations made while in the field, allowed me to cross-check
the interviewees’ answers and to try and see if the interviewees were as open and honest as I
needed them to be. I feel that with my general attitude as well as my interpreters’ attitudes, we
made the interviewees as comfortable as possible. We made it clear to them that we wanted to learn
from the project experience and that it was for our good that we did these interviews and not to
make them run into some ‘trap of criticism’ with whatever result.
3.2 Internal and external validity
Through the casual conversations I had with my Vietnamese colleagues I picked up on the most
important cultural and social understandings of Vietnamese culture and tradition. Based on this
knowledge in combination with the resembling information found in literature, the internal validity is
largely confirmed. The external validity is relatively less, supposedly. Vietnam appears to have a
typical structure of collectivism (a possible result or characteristic of communism). I cannot make any
claims of the extent to which this influences people in their daily lives and hence the results of the
interviews, as I did not specifically study this. However, I think it is safe to say that due to the sociopolitical structure and influence, there can be distinct differences between natural disaster
intervention in Vietnam and other communist countries, compared to non-communist countries.
What I should mention though is that as a whole, I found Vietnam and its people, despite being
communist by nature, to be very open to outsiders. Of course, this may be a result of my (previous,
high-school taught) prejudice regarding communism.
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4. Context and its Implications

“There are not many things in life one can be sure of, Except rain comes from the clouds, Sun lights up
the sky, Hummingbirds fly - Everything must change”
Everything Must Change – Nina Simone

4.1 Context in general
4.1.1 Nature and Populations
A natural disaster is as the term suggests and previously argued caused by nature. Meteorology and
geology are the major themes within this consideration. Natural disasters often occur as a result of
change in either or both weather or geology. All further effects resulting from this weather-induced
or geological event, including the disaster itself, are only symptoms of this deeper lying cause of
disaster. Earthquakes and floods for example may be the direct cause of major damage, but are not
in fact the origin of a disaster: mostly in case of flooding excessive rainfall or in case of earthquakes
mobility of tectonic plates are the deeper lying causes for these disasters.
Meteorological and geological position of an affected area does not promise a repeat of a disastrous
event, but something can be said about the likelihood of similar disasters presenting themselves
again in the same region. Although impossible to say for sure, the current disaster could have been a
one off. Id est, it could be unlikely that a similar disaster should re-emerge at any time (soon). On the
other hand, disasters could re-occur. In specific parts of the world, rainy seasons are chronically
causing disaster as much as the colliding of tectonic plates causes major floods, earthquakes, etc.
In addition to geological and meteorological assets to an area, it is relevant to know how populations
are spread over the area. For one thing it is necessary to realize that some areas are more disasterprone than other areas. Consequently, the inhabitants of these regions are possibly more vulnerable
to upcoming disaster than those in less disaster-prone areas (Kumpulainen, 2006). Secondly, it is
important to establish the remoteness of communities and the level at which communities are
spread out with regard to aid distribution. If people live closely together one central distribution
point may suffice to cover the worst damages. However, should disaster-stricken populations live
very widespread over a larger area it might be sensible to consider different distribution procedures.
Besides location, the composition of communities also constitutes a useful criterion for aid
intervention strategies. In terms of targeting a project population, many agencies have special
focuses on so-called ‘vulnerable’ elements of societies. These ‘vulnerable elements’ include
(although differing per organization) for example ethnic minorities, pregnant/lactating women,
(small) children, disabled/ill, elderly, etc. ‘Vulnerability’ thus signifies the extent to which disasterproneness and in wider scope discrimination and/or social neglect present themselves unequally to
different people in the same population. The composition of a target population may allow for
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targeting as a whole, but could also require the supplementary targeting of vulnerable people, to
avoid these are being left out (Avramov, 2002).
Including mindsets and even socio-political contexts as criteria for aid provision is a challenge in
decision-making processes. Linking to mindsets and socio-political structures are structures of civil
society. There may be several forms of organized social or socio-political ties resulting in endogenous
networks. The social fabric and the ‘regular’ aid mechanisms present in a disaster-stricken area could
make external intervention in a community redundant and in fact disruptive as I have argued in
chapter 2.
Adherent to social structures of positive impact are social structures with negative impact. Negative
social structures are most visible in conflict zones where people openly (and possibly violently)
oppose each other. Similarly, ethnic diversity, political or religious differences can cause tensions
even without relations being openly hostile. Whereas positive sociality can make organizations’ work
to distribute aid considerably easier, negative sociality can put extra barricades up when providing
aid. In a tense situation, aid can inflame or fuel conflict and not every social group can be treated
equally. Further focus rests on people not included in the project. How might aid affect them? This is
not easy to foretell, yet worthwhile considering. The effect of different forms of aid on local
circumstances is bound to affect the non-included somehow. This however depends on the form of
aid applied.
4.1.2 The use of remaining foundations
When considering aid provision in a specific area it is important to know what is still in place for
agencies to use and what is unnecessary to provide. If infrastructure and other societal facilities such
as hospitals and schools are still in place and functioning adequately at least up to the standard from
before the disaster, it would be worthwhile to look for other aid options. Not just to assess where
the needs are, but also how to get to victimized populations proves the relevance of infrastructure. It
is the rule rather than the exception that disasters ruin (part of) infrastructure as they take their
course (Oreta, 2005). So even if aid-targeted communities were previously within reach of regular
traffic networks, these networks may now be partially or fully disrupted, bringing further difficulty
along to provide aid to these areas or for beneficiaries to reach areas where they can obtain aid
(AKDN, 2009). Similarly, other facilities maybe disrupted likewise. Hospitals (and clinics), schools,
food markets are vital to re-instatement of pre-disaster living standards. For aid providing
organizations, this might mean that certain social and societal structures by which ideally aid could
be provided are destroyed and will have to be improvised upon during aid distribution.
Livelihoods are another aspect of remaining foundations. To what extent can people still look after
themselves? To what extent are their livelihoods temporarily and permanently damaged? Following
disaster, local economic markets can be damaged or destroyed entirely. People may no longer be
able to obtain the goods they need or want for reasons of commodity absence or inflated pricing.
Both access and availability of commodities may have become endangered resulting from disaster.
There can be several causes for this. For traders, destruction of harvest or limitation of mobility due
to damaged or disappeared infrastructure can impair them from reaching their buyers. For buyers
loss of capital, workforce or – for traders – immobility can paralyze economic activity.

18

4.1.3 Other Help Mechanisms
Anyone will agree that duplication of aid should be avoided. To ensure stricken populations reap the
most benefit from agencies’ approaches, it is a necessity to establish the already present help
mechanisms. These mechanisms include for example governmental agencies providing relief,
international, national and/or local non-profit organizations, and social structures of non-organized
nature. Besides the avoidance of duplication, partnering may be another motivation to map the
present actors in the local help scene. Existing actors and structures could be used to implement aid
strategies, resulting in reduced costs for distributions as networks do not have to be drawn up
separately. Also, the pooling of resources might appear more cost-effective than multiple solos.
4.2 The case of Vietnam
4.2.1 Meteorology & Geology – Ketsana & the project area
Vietnam has a long history of natural disasters. In fact, according to most statistics and analysts, the
country belongs to the most disaster prone countries in the world (e.g. Govt. of Vietnam, 2004). On
average some 4 to 6 typhoons (the most frequent of disasters in Vietnam) strike the country during
the storm season, typically running from July to November (WorldVision, 2009). The central coastal
area is normally the storms’ destination (ibid.). Of these 4 to 6 average storms, some 2 to 3 strike the
north central coastal area, which is also the project area. The events caused by typhoons are
summarized by the IFRC as follows: “in a sudden, brief onslaught, high winds cause major damage to
infrastructure and housing (…). They are generally followed by heavy rains and floods…” (IFRC, 2010).
The project provinces of Quang Binh, Quang Tri and Thua Thien Hue are among the most frequently
typhoon hit areas of the country (Le Truong Giang, 2005). Quang Binh is geographically divided into
10% lowlands and 90% highlands. Quang Tri is located directly south of Quang Binh. The landscape,
like Quang Binh’s is dominated by the Annamite mountain range with its feet sloping eastward
towards the coast. (Govt. Quang Tri, 2009).
Thua Thien Hue’s geography is also largely determined by the coverage of more than half of the
province by mountains from the Annamite range. Only about 10% can be considered lowland (Govt.
Vietnam, 2009). The region is furthermore permeated with rivers causing frequent flooding (Govt.
Vietnam 2004).
The population in the project provinces is unequally divided by roughly 90% of the population living
in what is considered lowlands, whereas some 10% live in the highlands. It is a country-wide
tendency that youngsters move away from the countryside and seek employment in the greater
cities even if only for a season. However, I have no solid proof or statistical indication to believe that
this vitally affects the composition of the project population. The visited project communes appeared
peaceful, friendly and, perhaps as a result of communist roots, very focused on equality among
commune members.
Although difficult to find proof besides my own judgment, while in Vietnam I found that families
mostly live closely together. That is, I observed it to be common that multiple generations live under
one roof and no matter a person’s age, they always have some function in society. Grandparents,
despite their age, are often still contributing labor of some kind, either on the field, looking after
grandchildren while parents work or housekeeping. This situation suggests that vulnerable elements
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of a community are not necessarily vulnerable as they are fully accepted, embedded within and
looked after by their own communities. They seem to have equal positions to anyone else. Targeting
can be done according to rough data without any refinement of targeting in favor of ‘vulnerable’
elements in society.
As mentioned before, the communist form of state puts a mark upon society. The relevance of this
aspect for the project was that the disaster-stricken population lived and acted by different mindsets
and understandings than the implementing agencies (the Red Cross Consortium, the RCC hereafter).
In a way, target populations had different priorities and different criteria for aid to be adapted to. In
a country like Vietnam, (communist) mindsets can be politically induced. As a result in Vietnam,
people are not used to planning ahead: their government largely plans for them. People are equally
inexperienced with risk calculations and long-term investment. People may possibly fear to take
(long-term) decisions. (Long-term) personal decisions might be in disagreement with the communal
and governmental expectations.
It is these very same social expectations
imposed upon people through their
environment that can prove to be a useful
asset to organizations to provide aid. In the
second chapter of this thesis the
perspective of solidarity was introduced.
People can rely on one another because
they expect each other (and themselves)
to do so. During the fieldwork of this
research it turned out that the visited
communes lived in very dense social
networks that left little to chance. Where
there was need, surrounding commune
members would step in and help out.
Ideally, if this structure is as pure and
selfless as it seems to be from the outside,
this could considerably ease targeting: aid
would be sort of naturally channeled down
to those most in need of it.

(photo source: personal archive, MvdT)

It was obvious that no matter their age, community
members were never ‘redundant’. This picture shows
one of my interpreters talking to the head of a
beneficiary household. His children work on the field
while he and his wife look after the grandchildren and
do the housekeeping.

4.2.2 Remaining foundations and livelihoods
At the time the RCC project was starting and aid was distributed (7 months after Ketsana had struck),
facilities and infrastructure had mostly recovered again. The area was by that time easily reached
through normally functioning road networks. At first, facilities such as hospitals, schools and housing
were reported as damaged in the RCC project proposal, however, this was given no further attention
as it did not concern the focus of the project. The needs assessment fuelling the decision on the kinds
of aid to be given by the RCC was drawn up by local Red Cross Societies. As the aid distribution and
the actual outreach to the provinces began about 7 months after Ketsana had happened, it is likely
that the most urgent facilities had been restored again as local Red Cross Societies did not request
help regarding those themes. However, this could have been the result of the manner in which the
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RCC invited local Red Cross Societies to submit their help-requests. I have had no insight into the
phrasing of the RCC’s invitation for help requests.
The areas ravaged by Ketsana were largely economically dependent on agri- and aquaculture
combined with livestock (RCC, 2009a). The typhoon hit during harvesting season resulting in loss of
crop and severe damage to (fruit) trees. Fish ponds and equipment had washed away or were
destroyed and livestock drowned or died of the effects of polluted water and soil after the flooding
(several anonymous interviews). As far as the harvest was concerned, if fields had not yet been
harvested the storm on average would destroy crops entirely. If the harvest had already been
brought in, this mostly meant it had been stored on the floors of houses and sheds. Consequently,
floods resulting from the rainfalls accompanying the storm would hit houses up to 1,5 meters and
thus wash away or destroy the harvest (several anonymous interviews). In each case of crop loss, it
meant that people had lost their income as well as their means of investing in any next agricultural
season. Hence, the economic activities of households or even entire communities would be brought
to a standstill with potentially unrecoverable damages.
In terms of human loss (and loss of labor force) relatively few people were killed, injured or went
missing (EM-Dat, 2010). During the interviews done with project beneficiaries, it was frequently
mentioned that people had a hard time clearing their lands before they could plant again. Most
beneficiaries had several resources to obtain money from to lend for purchases of seeds and
fertilizers, but the actual manual labor needed to clear agricultural plots was in deficit. As Ketsana
rushed past, the plots were covered in thick layers of mud, polluted water and carried-on debris. For
most interviewees it presented a considerable challenge to recover their plots up to scratch before
being able to sow again.
With respect to assessing the context of the RCC project, some aid providing organizations are
worthwhile mentioning, this includes governmental organizations. The major emphasis of this
paragraph is on the Vietnamese (and in most cases permanent) aid providing organizations. Due to
the permanent character of these organizations, any next project is likely to encounter the same
organizations. It is thus of importance to realize their stance and include this presence in future
decision-making. Foreign organizations are mostly of a temporary nature and usually do not stay in
every area of the (of any) country. Thus, these organizations are of importance for this particular
project, but not necessarily for a next one.
4.2.3 Other Help Mechanisms
Governmental layers and institutions
Vietnam has four levels of government. Firstly, there is the national government; secondly, the
provincial government; thirdly, the district government; and fourthly, the communal government.
The beneficiaries interviewed from the RCC project stated that most of them had received some
form of help from the government (at any level). The government (mostly communal and district
level) was reported to have handed out food and small cash grants, blankets and in the harder hit
areas also tools, peanut seeds and household essentials. The governmental aid was targeting weak
households, notably hard hit households or generally poor households.
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Mass-organizations
The Vietnamese political structure is fairly complicated and is not relevant for the argument of this
thesis. However, some assets of the political structure contribute to the context in which projects are
to take place and should therefore be mentioned in this chapter. The Vietnamese political structure
is roughly composed of the Communist Party, the state (executive governmental bodies) and finally
all other organizations represented by he Fatherland Front (Sakata, 2006). This last category is
possibly the most complicated of all three. The Vietnamese law itself is unclear about the exact
definition of the organizations represented by the Fatherland Front (FF). To say that the Fatherland
Front comprises NGOs is incorrect: the national army and the communist party are FF-members
along with some 40 other organizations of differing origins and statutes. Civil society would already
be an improvement of the explanation, but still does not cover the load.
The task of the FF as officially stated in Vietnamese law is that “[t]he Vietnam Fatherland Front has
the tasks to gather and build the block of the great national unity, to strengthen the political and
spiritual unanimity among the people; to propagandize and encourage the people to bring into play
their right to be their own masters” (Govt. Vietnam, 1999). What is meant is that people should have
a say in matters that concern them which seems, funny enough, a democratic principle. The FF is
regarded as a catalyst for popular opinion towards the government and Communist Party (Sakata,
2006). By my interpretation, this is exactly the explanation of the Fatherland Front: people are
allowed to have a say in matters that concern themselves, but only through collectivity and as a
collective which in turn preserves communist ideology.
The so-called mass-organizations are a necessity to mention. These are the most relevant members
of the FF for this thesis. In recent years the FF and especially the mass-organizations have come to
play an important part in implementing pro-poor governmental strategies. As such, they are strongly
connected to people’s development and if necessary humanitarian assistance. What became clear
from the questionnaire-responses is that the assistance from the mass-organizations has been vital
during the Ketsana aftermath. Following is a brief overview of mass-organizations (source: Norlund,
2007) and their relevance to society after Ketsana. Note that this is not an undisputed list of massorganizations. There is no general consensus on which organizations constitute mass-organizations
and which are ‘regular’ organizations and members to the FF.
1. Vietnam Women’s Union (12 million members). The VWU provides cash during humanitarian
crises; supports people in applying for loans at banks; ‘assists women in economic development, job
creation and income generation’ (Vietnam Women’s Union, 2009).
2. Vietnam National Farmers Union (8 million members): the VNFU facilitates the purchasing of
agricultural input and directly provided agricultural input after Ketsana to rehabilitate livelihoods.
Also the VNFU provided bigger loans (5 million VND or more) against low interest rates.
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3. Vietnam Youth Union (5 million members).
The VYU keeps a strong focus on education
and health. However, after Ketsana, members
to the VYU generally acted as volunteers
supporting rehabilitation of people and their
livelihoods
(e.g.
restoring
farmlands,
building/restoring houses, etc.).
4. War Veterans’ Association (2 million
members). The WVA had a limited impact on
most visited communities. However, in some
community, veterans had united and jointly
rebuilt houses delivering the labor-force to
quickly draw up shelters. The WVA was also
mentioned to have provided loans at low
interest rates in favor of rehabilitation.

(photo source: personal archive, MvdT)
This beneficiary is telling my interpreter how she lost
her house in the aftermath of Ketsana. The local
division of the Women’s Union provided her with the
money construction materials needed to build a
house. Her parents bought a plot of land for her to
build the house on and friends and relatives from all
through the area gathered to help build the house.
(Drinking tea in Le Thuy)

5. Vietnam General Confederation of Labour
(4.3 million members). The VGCL provided
both cash and construction materials directly
after Ketsana. Similarly, they would act as
facilitator to obtain specific (construction or other) kinds of materials.

6. The Vietnam Red Cross (5 million members). The VNRC holds the same mandate as other Red
Cross and Red Crescent organizations worldwide and was hence involved in the Ketsana aftermath
immediately. The VNRC has been providing food and would regulate evacuations.
Other non-profit organizations
Besides the mass-organizations, religious organizations are also widely present in Vietnam, including
in the RCC project area. Interviewees have reported they obtained several forms of aid repeatedly
over a larger timeframe. The Buddhist pagodas were the most frequently mentioned religious
helping institutions. They are reported to have provided clothes, blankets, food and some small cash
grants. Supposedly, equally important has been the pagodas’ task to provide refuge for the disaster
stricken people as a result of the typhoon.
Several foreign organizations focused on either or both development and humanitarian aid in the
RCC project region after Ketsana struck. In most circumstances these organizations have managed to
not overlap one another. Humanitarian aid provided by them was basically the same as the
Vietnamese organizations provided: food, small cash grants and some agricultural input. At the same
time as the RCC project most rehabilitation projects also started, including the distribution of seeds
and fertilizers and the restoration of infrastructure and irrigation systems (ECHO Meeting, 21 May
2010). Apart from the help arriving specifically as a result of Ketsana, a large variety of organizations
stays in Vietnam on a permanent basis. Foreign Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies such as the
Netherlands, German, American, French and Spanish Red Cross, AUS-aid and USAID, most of the UNdevelopment related organizations normally keep an office in Hanoi or Ho Chi Minh City. Although
these organizations will not all be suited or interested in providing humanitarian aid similar to the
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RCC, they are to be kept in mind for potential consortiums in case of future disaster and the
rehabilitation of livelihoods.
Not necessarily an aid mechanism, but worth considering when dealing with rehabilitation, are the
pro-poor banks. There are 2 banks in Vietnam that operate on a pro-poor basis, the Vietnam Bank for
Agriculture and Rural Development and the Vietnam Bank for Social Policies. These two offer loans to
poor people (based on several categories of people’s ‘vulnerability’ of livelihoods) against lowinterest rates and with specific goals of developing living standards. Furthermore, the banks use
more flexible regulations and (guarantee) thresholds for people entering in contracts with them.
4.3 Conclusions
In general there are multiple assets of context worth taking into consideration when deciding on help
strategies. By means of the Vietnam project by the RCC I have tried to illustrate how context can be
taken on board in decision-making. The static information like meteorology, geology and
demographics may be fairly easily obtained through statistics. Yet, it is the fluctuant information that
comes from abstract understandings like ‘cultural’ and ‘social’ that is hard to measure and to
incorporate into policies. Especially after a disaster, when timeliness is of the essence, getting a clear
and complete view of what organizations are culturally and socially up against may not be possible
before humanitarian intervention.
However, the RCC distributed its cash and commodities some 7 months after Ketsana struck.
Although not all damages had been recovered from, the actual humanitarian situation had gone for
some time. This makes the aim of the project (support the recovery of affected people) very
appropriate.
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5 Types of Aid & Experiences

“Thinking it over, I’ve been sad, Thinking it over, I’d be more than glad, To change my ways for the
asking”
Song for the Asking – Simon & Garfunkel

Before I can determine if there is a solid answer to the question which aid is appropriate in what
situation, types of aid should be specified. By aid I mean any kind of materialized transfer (this
excludes technical or intellectual aid) going from a donor and implementing organization to the
targeted project population. There are three main forms of aid discussed below. The first is (direct)
monetary aid. This type of transfer is not compromised in any way by value attached to certain kind
of commodity. It is the cash itself that goes from the donor to the beneficiary. There may be strings
attached to this, but in essence the gift remains monetary. A second, more indirect form of aid,
represents aid that is somehow predetermined, but has not yet materialized. By this indirectness I
mean vouchers tied to certain value either in cash or commodities. Lastly, there is the most
conventional and donor-preferred way of aid provision: commodities.
Besides kinds of aid, this chapter will briefly address some examples of international experiences had
with the different kinds of aid. Partially based on these experiences can some things be said about
advantages and disadvantages of different forms of aid, not just per form, but also comparative to
one another. Although these advantages and disadvantages are addressed in a separate paragraph,
some sub-forms of (mainly cash) aid options will be addressed directly in the respective paragraphs.
This choice was made, due to the unconventional or detailed nature of the aid option in order to not
leave vital things unsaid, but at the same time preserve a logical overview.
5.1 (Direct) monetary aid
5.1.1 Unconditional Cash
The main trait of unconditional cash that distinguishes it from all other forms of cash and vouchers is
that it has no strings attached to it. Cash providing agencies make no demands about how cash is
spent in any way. Theoretically, beneficiaries are given the complete responsibility over the money to
spend it in whichever way they want. Hence, the main characteristic of unconditional cash remains
the absence of any restrictions to expenditure. Consequently, providing agencies cannot enforce
measures when money is spent in ways contradicting the aim or the ‘like’ of the project. The
Netherlands Red Cross ran a project in Sri Lanka in the aftermath of the December 2004 tsunami. The
NLRC provided cash grants to reconstruct livelihoods. To give people an idea of what the cash could
be used on workshops were organized to inform beneficiaries of their options. Also, people were
asked to write down their plans on expenditure. These plans, in case of approval by project staff
would result in the signing of a contract and the disbursement of a cash grant. Eventually as much as
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80% of people used the cash grant in a way proposed by the NLRC (NLRC, 2008). Monitoring and
follow-up resulted in a complete survey for all cash recipients finding that: “as no specific utilization
criteria were defined, no measures were introduced in case beneficiaries used the grant for other
purposes or items other than approved in their cash grant files. Therefore, no action was or could be
taken to rectify the situation when it was observed that grants were used in a different way than
planned” (NLRC, 2008: 5).
5.1.2 Conditional cash
As opposed to unconditional cash, conditional cash grants come with certain requirements. The
reception of conditional cash entails a restriction clause. An example of this is that organizations may
require beneficiaries to enroll their children in school before being eligible to receive the cash grant.
To control cash grants, the counter-achievement must be met before receiving the grant.
Consequently, it is not necessarily the cash grant that needs to be controlled, but the return on this,
namely the education of children. One of the world’s largest conditional cash transfer programs is an
on-going Brazilian governmental welfare program ‘Bolsa Familia’ (Family Allowance) as part of the
greater program ‘Fome Zero’ (Zero Hunger). Beneficiaries receive cash for food if they enroll their
children in school and get them vaccinated (MfDR, 2006).
5.1.3 Restricted cash
With conditional cash it is not quite the cash that makes the education possible, but the education
that makes the cash possible. Restricted cash works the other way around: cash is meant for a single
purpose. Repatriation grants are the best-known example of this form of cash. Refugees or Internally
Displaced People (IDP’s) are given cash with the sole objective of allowing them to return to their
home grounds. In comparison with conditional cash, the greater difficulty arises with control. How to
make sure people actually return to where they come from? A restricted cash grant is a first step to
motivate people to leave a refugee camp. The UNHCR during the late 1990s, early 2000s simply had
Somali refugees in the Ethiopian Hartisheik camp exchange their ration cards for repatriation grants.
Furthermore they effectively organized the actual repatriation which allowed people a safe(r)
journey home (UNHCR, 2003).
5.1.4 Cash for Work / Labor-based cash grants
Cash for work is comparable to conditional cash in the sense that it requires a specific return, namely
labor. Beneficiaries get paid and for example community services are kept going through this form of
aid. However, a requirement for this form of cash grants is that beneficiaries can afford to dedicate
their time to project work. In emergency settings where livelihoods are thoroughly disrupted, people
it may not be suitable to expect people to work on a program that does not at the same time directly
look after the survival of their families. At the same time, no-one should be forced to take part in a
project if they cannot afford it. This also presents the risk of exclusion of households without labor
force. Also worthwhile asking is whether work (for example community services) would not be done
without project help. Would services be kept going anyhow or does it really require a project to
rebuild and re-install services? The relevance of this consideration is to determine the added value of
a project and hence its effectiveness.
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For organizations cash for work schemes are equally problematic as these require vast input besides
payment of wages. Work projects and supervision have to be arranged, contracts have to be
negotiated. It is both time and money consuming to draw up such a scheme. In addition, it is
doubtful whether even for large organizations the number of participants can exceed several
thousands.
A very recent example of a Cash-for-Work scheme is found in Haiti. The American Red Cross
employed several thousands of Haitians following the earthquake on 12 January 2010 (Schreurer,
2010). People were employed to manually remove the rubble from the inner city of Port-au-Prince.
The site was inaccessible for large removal machinery. This caused rubble having to be removed by
manual labor. Some 70 to 80% of the labor force is unemployed by the formal economy sector
(Trujillo, 2010). The combination of these features provided a favorable setting for a cash for work
scheme. The project fitted the situation as it dealt with a containable area, a large availability of
potential workers and a natural creation of activities (i.e. the removal of rubble). Through this project
local infrastructure was helped to recover and quake-victims were helped to recover at the same
time.
5.1.5 Subsidies
Subsidies are in essence restricted cash grants, only on a different level of economy. Goods may be
available in a certain area, but at too high a price for people to afford them. Thus it can be a viable
idea to subsidize these items through local traders. Traders may have suffered from disaster as other
(non-trading) victims have. “Traders face logistic problems and/or lack of cash reserves. (…) after a
sudden-onset disaster traders have lost everything and pass on their needs for cash on prices. (…)
Subsidy is here to meet the gap between supply cost and revenues from sales” (ACF, 2007: 20).
Admittedly, subsidies are not often used by non-governmental bodies to relief prices. Governmental
institutions however are worldwide familiar with market-interventions to stimulate production and
sales of goods.
A recent example during the world food crisis of 2008 the government of Panama implemented a
broad package of measures to avoid the food crisis from hitting Panama. Part of these measures was
the stimulation of farmers by cash distributions tied to the production of beans, milk and corn
(Beatty, 2008). Furthermore, to immediately lower prices, the Panama government bought all locally
produced rice from farmers for the local market price, yet sold it to local communities for a much
lower price. Thereby, the Panamanian government took on the role of trader altogether (ibid.).
5.1.6 Social Assistance
Social assistance is one of the more complicated forms of cash provision. It distinguishes itself from
other forms of cash in the explicit inclusion of long-term objectives. Particularly suitable for areas
with chronic occurrence of disaster, social assistance cash can provide a safety net for vulnerable
groups of people. Cash in this context is meant to help people arm themselves against upcoming
difficulties (ICRC/IFRC, 2007). In the RCC project in Vietnam it became obvious that flooding was an
annually returning disaster. Although not all beneficiaries were sure how to prepare themselves for
the next flooding season, some had already taken their measures. A small loft of planks had been
created under the ridge of the house where people intended to store their crop harvest instead of on
the ground. This way the harvest would be kept dry and unspoiled. During some interviews remarks
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were heard that the loft was used as a refuge
for the people themselves as the water rose
rather than their harvest. Social assistance
cash could provide a good base for further
development of these lofts. In a way, it could
be named disaster risk reducing cash. What
should be kept in mind with this form of cash
assistance though is that all basic needs are
met before giving out cash grants. Naturally,
people will invest in survival first before they
invest in preparation for future difficulties
(ICRC/IFRC, 2007).
(photo source: personal archive, MvdT)

Most beneficiaries interviewed are accustomed to
storing their harvest and stock on the floor. Should
any flooding occur as it did with Ketsana, the harvest
is lost instantly. There is a small part of a loft visible at
the top of the picture. This loft is intended for the safe
storing of harvest. In reality, the harvest remains on
the floor while the loft – should flooding occur – is
used for the safety of people, rather than goods.

5.2 Indirect aid – Vouchers

There are two common types of vouchers.
The first type is vouchers representing a
certain commodity (or package of
commodities). Aid recipients are given these
vouchers to hand them in at a local trading
point. The traders providing these
commodities have normally signed contracts with the voucher providing organizations to hand out
these commodities to keepers of these vouchers. The organizations pay a (negotiated) price to the
traders. The principle sounds clear, but there are some drawbacks to this method. Devaluation is one
such drawback. When organizations have struck a deal on a price to be paid for an amount of
commodities and after payment prices rise steeply for whatever reason, this may cause traders to
bail out of the deal. Especially in fragile states with weak authorities and few resources to enforce
law (and hence contracts), such a situation can vitally undermine a project.
As with any form of aid, cultural adaptation of vouchers’ value should be taken into account.
Vouchers may represent for example a specific kind of rice seeds. But does the community offered
the vouchers actually know this kind of rice? A hypothetical example: in the Vietnamese province of
Quang Binh alone already some 9 kinds of rice are grown (Gammelsaether, 2010). Sorts vary
according to location. Vouchers would have to be adapted to all these different locations. In times of
emergency, will organizations have time to figure out which sorts are grown where? Will they
furthermore be able to procure all these different kinds of rice within a short amount of time? Are all
these 9 sorts of equal importance to people or would some areas be happier with for example
groundnut seeds instead of rice seeds? Culture and tradition have to be thoroughly considered in
order for a voucher project to be successful otherwise people will try to sell off their vouchers
potentially creating a black market causing the distortion of vouchers’ value.
A second form of vouchers can put an end to this problem of traditional and cultural consideration:
cash vouchers. In this case vouchers represent an amount of cash rather than a commodity or
service. Again, organizations will make deals with local traders to accept these vouchers. Voucher
recipients can shop at a contracted trader’s up to the amount of the voucher. By means of a cash
voucher, the problem of occurring parallel markets can be avoided as well. The downside compared
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to actual cash though, is that cash vouchers will be restricted to certain traders only (and therefore,
in a sense restriction of goods as well because presumably no trader sells all items desired by
beneficiaries). Besides, vouchers can restrict spending timeframes by including an expiry date. From
a donor’s perspective the appeal of the method compared to cash is the level of control. Even though
people are allowed to choose what they want to buy by giving beneficiaries cash vouchers, still
donors and organizations can influence what is being bought by deciding upon particular traders to
be contracted.
5.3 Commodities
Commodities throughout history are the most conventional means of humanitarian assistance. The
most common commodities expended during humanitarian crises are food, medicine, clean water,
household essentials, etc. As time proceeds and rehabilitation is setting in commodities may be
found as tools, equipment, construction materials, etc. In terms of advantages and disadvantages,
commodities like all other forms of aid mentioned above, represent a bouquet of rationales both
ways. The major advantage of commodities is that beneficiaries do not need to make supplementary
efforts to obtain their assistance other than receiving their commodities. They do not need to go out
and buy something from their cash or exchange vouchers for something. The commodities are simply
what they are without further due. For donors this is equally advantageous as it is perfectly visible
what happens to donations. Compared to cash by extension, a-social use is unlikely as the expenses
are pre-determined y the distributing organizations. The downside is, of course, that beneficiaries
cannot make their own decisions as to what sort of aid they need or want. Consequently, because
people do not need to do anything in order to receive commodities, there is generally a lack of
ownership with the beneficiaries (ACF, 2007). Once the need for the specific kind of commodities
distributed is saturated, goods are easily made subject for trade, instantly losing their value. Whereas
cash allows for empowerment, in-kind aid does not. The extension of this sentiment is also reflected
in the long queues at distribution centers perceived as degrading by beneficiaries (ACF, 2007).
On an organizational level, commodities have the advantage of low security risk. Cash or vouchers
are more attractive to bad-minded people than commodities are. But the major problem borne by
aid in-kind is its cost-effectiveness. Compared to the aforementioned aid methods commodity
distribution guarantees high transportation and storage costs. As for the buying of goods, opinions
are varied. On the one hand, the buying of large quantities of commodities in once by organizations,
can result in lower bulk-prices, whereas individual beneficiaries would pay a higher price (ACF, 2007).
Similarly, some argue that because beneficiaries are part of the culture they live in, they will be able
to negotiate a better price for themselves rather than organizations could (Harvey, 2005).
As with cash, commodities can have their impact on the economic market as well. Namely, an influx
of commodities may cause the present traders to drop their prices for those commodities should
they have these on offer. This would be beneficial for most people using this market to buy things.
Commodities become more (easily) accessible to both the people included in the project and those
not included in the project. However, this is only a short-term effect. Traders will not be pleased with
this development and might in fact move away from the market in search for better places to sell
their wares. Commodities might hence negatively influence market-movement (Peppiatt, 2001).
If commodities are being distributed, local traders normally providing these commodities might
move away: organizations have taken their place. Potentially this situation causes aid dependency for
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those included in a project and an aggravation of situation for those not included in the project. In
case of money or vouchers, this might cause inflation which for beneficiaries might still be affordable
thanks to organizational help, but for the non-included people, this could be a disaster in the making
them as their standard of living was not alleviated by organizations. Furthermore, should
commodities be distributed, this could cause other projects to go to waste. Especially microcredit
projects, through which people can obtain money but have to pay it back eventually, will be
undermined through the (unconditional) expedition of commodities) (Roussel, 2008).
5.4 Advantages and Disadvantages
5.4.1 Comparing different forms of aid
Socio-economical Perspective
As discussed above, there are three major forms of aid in general: (direct) monetary aid; indirect aid
(vouchers); and commodities. Each has advantages and disadvantages of their own and compared to
the others. Although not exhaustive, the below overview should give an idea of the general pros and
cons to different forms of aid. For this comparison I will stick to the mainstream forms of aid and will
not go into the detailed sub-options of the three aforementioned categories. Each post-disaster
situation after all requires a different approach and I consider sub-categories to be a refinement of
the overarching categories that can only be done bearing in mind specific context dependent
elements.
Commodities are by far the most conventional form of aid. Simply because it is the path trodden,
agencies choose to provide commodities. Furthermore, commodities carry away the greatest donor
support due to the ‘visibility’ and controllability of the aid (and aid supply chain). Awareness is rising
among implementing agencies though that cash can also be a good option for aid. Donors however,
seem to have cold feet. The general tendency is fear of losing control or at least losing sight of the
donated money. Especially in developing countries and fragile states corruption seems an everyday
asset. When dealing with cash, as few shackles as possible should be used to get money from any
institutional bank account into the hands of intended recipients. Relating to corruption, another
downside to money is that beneficiaries might encounter previously ‘free’ commodities or services
now to be ‘for sale’ (Peppiatt, 2001).
So why is it that cash is considered a good aid option? The major advantage of cash as an aid
mechanism is naturally its multivariate purpose. Recipients can determine for themselves what they
need most, how much they need of this and when they need it. The issue of cultural or traditional
compliance is also avoided with cash. People can decide for themselves and will hence not be
troubled by food or items they have never seen before. An example of this is the conventional
‘peanut paste’ packages commonly used by organizations when dealing with food-shortages. The
packages with some sort of peanut-based substance in them contain the exact number of calories
needed for a healthy diet so that people eat enough calories and vitamins. However, peanut butter
(or paste) is an unknown type of food for many people in the world and in fact sets a different kind of
standard and taste than people are used to. If consumers of this peanut-substance adopt this
different standard of feeding, i.e. a perfectly balanced nutritionally correct paste with a nonindigenously duplicable flavor, this is likely to give trouble further down the line, for example by
means of aid dependency. Cash, with which people can combine their own nutritional packages as
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they are used to do, provides people simultaneously with the ability to spend money on more than
one item, for example more than one type of food. Assumingly, cash could contribute to the variety
of nutritional values people include in their daily diets. There is a risk though that cash gets shattered
being spread over too many different small purchases, with the risk of not making a serious
difference in any way to recipients. By the same token, when distributing commodities instead of
cash, an eye can be kept on the nutritional value of food, the quantity as well as the quality.
Compared to vouchers, an advantage of cash is that it has no expiry date. People can spend it
whenever wherever they like, as opposed to food that might go bad when kept too long or vouchers
with an expiry date to them. Yet, cash is not beatifying from a security point of view. Both
organizations and recipients may encounter situations of pressure. Organizations will need to take
precautionary measures when distributing cash. Recipients may feel safer when spending all money
at once so as to not keep anything or at least no large sums at home (with the result of immediate
(potentially irresponsible) spending).
The same liberty to choose what recipients want is what seems to frighten most donor agencies.
How can cash be controlled? It is much less visible than commodities. Besides the already mentioned
possibility of corruption, recipients of cash might spend it on non-essential items and there will be
nothing that can be done about it. There are several counter-arguments to match this fear with.
Harvey (2005) for example mentions a project in which former soldiers after a conflict situation were
given cash. The money was spent on alcohol, which at first glance seems non-essential. However, it is
of a far more understandable nature when noting that this alcohol was used to welcome these
soldiers back into the community and celebrate their return and hence contributed to social
reintegration. Creti and Jaspars (2006: 9) make note of an Oxfam project: “Although cigarettes and
coffee might not be considered important for household food security, freedom to spend money on
these items was seen as a significant step towards restoration of ‘normality’. (…) switching to in-kind
assistance in such situations would not prevent people smoking”. Save the Children puts it more
bluntly and argues that if people buy non-essential goods organizations got their targeting wrong
(ECHO Meeting 21 May 2010). However, some (implementing agencies and/or donors) may feel that
people do not always know what is in their own best interest. Resulting, money will be spent on nonessential items not contributing to restoration of ‘normality’. Yet, when following Save the Children’s
line of thought, if people are really hungry, they will buy food, not cigarettes. If there is a whole in
the roof causing rain to ruin the house and harvest, they will buy roofing material. This would mean
that organizations should only target those whose needs are blatantly obvious to be sure that people
spend their ‘unconditional’ cash ‘right’.
However, considering this as a guideline, one of the best opportunities of cash is missed. Cash
especially has the potential of making a long-term difference through investment. Money can be
split into financing things in the here and now and another part to make investments for the longterm, investments in productive assets so to speak. Commodities per se do not allow for long-term
investments unless they are productive assets by themselves. Cash holds the option to invest in
whatever is most appropriate to the recipient. It allows variety to take its course. If organizations
choose to give out cows to recipients, all people will sell beef, milk and calves. Consequently, this
would be a rather unhealthy economy with such little diversion. Cash allows people to invest in their
own way resulting in an arguably similarly varied economy as would have been without disaster or
cash help.
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It is a form of independence that appeals to recipients and frightens donor agencies. Not only can
people follow their own mind, it also puts them in an empowered position in which they can bargain.
If a seller asks too much for a certain commodity, the cash recipient can merely pick up their money
and go elsewhere so they may get a better price. Not just by setting the price, but also by
participating in community life, cash can empower recipients. Many words have been written already
about the targeting of women in a household. In many societies it is custom for the men to hold the
purse, so granting women cash puts them in a better position to emancipate. Harvey (2005) has
rounded up some opinions on the impact of cash distributions specifically targeting women. One
conclusion drawn from a project in Orissa, India in 1999-2000 is that women would feel more
respected now that they are ‘appointed’ to handle the money. Harvey highlights an Oxfam project in
2001, mentioning that entrusting women with money leads to an increase of family disputes and
domestic violence (Harvey, 2005: 35). The same goes for other vulnerable elements in society such as
elderly or disabled. Despite the advantage of empowering women and other vulnerable groups, it is
necessary to think about the context of these women. In some cultures it is custom for men to be in
charge of money, whereas women have the specified task of responsibility for food. Upsetting this
role-pattern may seem appropriate to feminists and those in favor of modernizing societies, but
should organizations be wanting to upset these traditional values?
Practicalities & Organizational Issues
From an organizational perspective some considerations are in order following the above
paragraphs. The greatest advantage that seems to be mentioned atop of every list of organizational
experiences seems to be the speed with which cash can be distributed. Cash does not require
negotiating with whole-sale traders as commodities do. Transport and storage are only limitedly
applicable depending on the distribution method. Likewise, recipients do not lose money on
transporting commodities to their homes. The flipside is that providing cash requires a good deal of
preparation of other elements in the distribution chain. Security is the biggest crux in the
deployment of cash for survival or recovery. Travelling to communities with large quantities of cash
puts organizational staff at risk. Especially in conflict-prone areas the security situation can pose a
threat to the implementation of a cash project. Handing out cash to recipients similarly requires
extra care. If cash corrupts as easily as common sense makes belief, fake identification papers and
other forms of cheating are likely to occur. Identifying recipients is a necessity, but the question is:
should recipients of cash go through a more careful process of identification than they would have as
commodity-recipients? A further complicating factor encountered by Save the Children in Vietnam, is
that people in countryside communities have two names, especially women. The name they are
registered with in the official Vietnamese governmental records is one, but within communities
people would hardly know these names and would use dialect names. When women were targeted,
the names given by them did not match the names on their identity cards.
The problem with cash is that it is of equal value to anyone. Only the hungry will want food, only the
injured want medical care, but cash is of relevance to anyone. This throws in a barricade for targeting
as well. How to target people in a community? Several organizations have turned to a participatory
approach involving community members in a self-targeting process. In the research example from
Vietnam, hamlet meetings were held and a list of names had been drawn up of the poorest, most
damaged households in the community. Votes would be cast on which families were to benefit from
the cash provided by the Red Cross. This participatory approach is at the same time enhancing
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commitment to the project as people feel included, but also increases the sense of ownership.
Community members took the decision themselves.
Cash furthermore does not require a centralized distribution centre. Cash is easily transported and
stored (if at all) and thus can reach even very remote areas. Consequently, this avoids migration
towards these distribution centers. An example of such an ‘aid-magnet’ can be found in Haiti, where
homeless earthquake victims saw fit to move out of their previous area towards the distribution sites
around Port-au-Prince (Schreurer, 2010).
Better value for money is also a stimulation to provide cash instead of commodities. Community
members are likely to get a better deal when they buy goods than the (especially foreign)
organizations ever could.
5.4.2 Advantages and Disadvantages Schematically
The table on the following pages should more clearly outline and contrast the different preferences
and oppositions of the use of cash, vouchers and commodities. Within this table a distinction has
been made between beneficiary interests and donor and IA’s (Implementing Agencies’) interests.
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CASH
Advantages
Beneficiaries
Freedom of expenditure
Adaptable to priorities
Self-determining of quantity and
quality (greater self-respect and
ownership)
Trickle down effect (indirectly
includes even non-targeted people)
Encourages market activity &
development
Creates both long-term and shortterm options
Avoids distress-coping
(sale of productive assets)

Donors/IA’s
Little transport/storage cost
Quickly applied (does not require
purchase or transport arrangement )
Potential to target (and socially
include) weaker elements of
community
Procures the existence of a single
and visible market

Disadvantages
Beneficiaries
No guarantee of availability of goods
Requires personal input to obtain
goods
Risk of inflation & devaluation of
money

Donors/IA’s
Requires extra training of staff
Risk of corruption/diversion
(invisibility of aid)
Risk of inflation & devaluation of
money

Greater safety/security risk

Greater safety/security risk
No control over quality of
beneficiary expenditures
Risk of disadvantaging nonbeneficiaries (inflation)
Difficult to target
No control over anti-social use
Limited donor goodwill for method
Undermines development programs
(like micro-finance projects) or even
governmental social welfare
programs (Creti & Jaspars)

Table 5.4.2a: Advantages and disadvantages of cash by stakeholder

34

Vouchers
Advantages

Disadvantages

Beneficiaries
Guaranteed availability of goods

Donors/IA’s
Control over quality of goods

Beneficiaries
Limited freedom of choice

Low safety/security risks

Low safety/ security risks

May not cover personal priorities

Empowerment of weaker elements
in society through targeting

Low risk of anti-social use

Potential of stigmatizing voucher
recipients

Supports local economy for voucherredeemable commodities
Does not disadvantage nonbeneficiaries
Table 5.4.2b: Advantages and disadvantages of vouchers by stakeholder
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Donors/IA’s
Less cost-effective (negotiating with
traders, administration cost, etc.)
Risk of parallel (black) voucher
economy
Dependency on traders cooperation

Commodities (In-Kind)
Advantages
Beneficiaries
Guaranteed availability of goods
Direct access to goods
Low safety/security risk
Requires no personal effort (no price
negotiating, no travelling to different
markets, etc.)

Donors/IA’s
Control over quantity and quality of
goods
Does not require additional training
of staff for distribution
Low safety/security risk
More easily targeted

Disadvantages
Beneficiaries
No freedom of choice
Limited applicability of goods (not all
priorities can be covered in-kind)
Deflationary risk
May not comply with local/cultural
standards

Control over long-term or short-term Does not allow for long-term
expenditures through determination investment and/or recovery
of commodities
Greater donor availability
Risk of dependency when agencies
take the place of traders
Does not disadvantage nonbeneficiaries
Table 5.4.2c: Advantages and disadvantages of commodities by stakeholder
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Donors/IA’s
Expensive (procurement, transport,
storage, etc.)
Encourages black market trading
Discourages local economic activity
Less strong inclusion &
empowerment potential of weaker
elements of society
Disadvantages local traders/sellers

Risk of beneficiary dependency
when IA’s take the place of traders

5.5 Requirements for the effectiveness of aid methods
Advantages or disadvantages, as illustrated above some forms of aid can only work when
circumstances provide for certain requirements. A functioning market is one such requirement. To
summarize the above ideas on requirements, probably the most appropriate explanation comes by
means of a decision tree. ACF (2007, p.45) proposed the decision tree below as a simplified example
of how decisions could be made, a sort of minimum standard.
Most of the scheme is self-evident. It is divided into 3 categories of assessment as the decision
process moves from box to box downwards. Firstly, there is the social category that is supposed to
assess whether monetary aid is socially acceptable and feasible at all. Secondly, a market assessment
is done to see if (fair) access and availability of goods are procured. Lastly, a banking and security
assessment is done to frame the implementation of aid in the existing local situation with regard to
local distribution mechanisms and safety concerns.
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Figure 5.5: Which CBI to Implement: a Decision Tree (source: ACF, 2007: 45)
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Consideration: Market Dynamics
Although this scheme seems largely complete, there is one element that is missing. Especially when
dealing with aid in cash, it is vital to consider the dynamics of economic markets as a result of cash
injections. To some extent this has been done, for example through the inclusion of potential
inflation as a concern for aid providers as well as the consideration that traders might be persuaded
into selling their wares in project areas. The problem lies in a question like ‘are markets functioning
sufficiently’ (third white box from above). What is ‘sufficiently’ in this context? Sufficiently for the
targeted population to obtain their necessities is one explanation. Another explanation takes a whole
different course. For example, should cash be given to the target population, this might cause the
local economy to (begin to) recover. In this sense ‘sufficiently functioning’ means ‘sufficient’ to reinitiate economic activities and hence begin the recovery of livelihoods. The reason the economic
market is currently not functioning ‘sufficiently’ may be the result of a lack of cash to go around.
With a cash injection this could be helped.
Hypothetically, if markets are functioning badly due to lack of (money from) buyers, this can mean
that sellers (traders) have moved away and that for this reason markets are functioning badly.
Contrarily, if cash grants would be expended in the region, this could mean that traders might return
to the area to sell their wares. The old mechanism of supply and demand can improve the status of
local markets as a greater variety of things might be put on offer. Because of this economic
movement towards the area of the cash distribution, ideally market integration would occur
according to Peppiat et al. (2001). In his example on a food-deprived area, Peppiat mentions that
“the increase in demand attracts food sellers, and links food-deficit areas with food-surplus ones (…)
Market integration is likely to lead to a moderation of prices in deficit areas and an increase in
surplus areas (…) Cash transfers can help to reduce price disparities and encourage the restoration of
market equilibrium”(2001: 13).
Still, in many a cash project it is debatable whether such market integration would indeed occur.
After all, people are likely to have suffered losses during or shortly after a disaster and do not
necessarily have more money because of the cash injection than before, but merely money in
replacement of their losses. Purely technical, because people have lost assets, they are thrown back
to a lower standard of living. Victims have to climb to a previous standard rather than climb to a
(higher) new one, which is why a single (or limited) cash grant distribution may not constitute a
lasting change in the sense that economy would recover sustainably. Supposedly, a prerequisite for
markets to ‘recover’ (partially) through cash injections is that the pre-disaster situation did entail a
‘sufficiently’ functioning market, including a perspective of continuity, had it not been for a disaster
to happen.
Furthermore, most organizations will not finance an entire population to such an extent that
enormous amounts of money make that much of a difference on the whole of a functioning market.
On average, most cash providing actors are not distributing money with the objective to make
recipients rich. In relation to disaster, projects are likely to aim at survival or recovery at best, rather
than development (meaning improvement of the old situation).
On the other side of the cash-spectrum Harvey (2005) suggests that cash injections may in fact cause
inflation on markets rather than integration. The more money there is available, the more prices are
likely to rise. Yet, this argument also flaws in the sense that people do not have more money
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available, but merely (in most cases a fraction of) their previous assets in cash. By the same token it is
doubtful how big a cash injection ought to be, for it to have such a far-stretching impact on a local
market. Arguably, depending on the size of the community, the community market and market
mechanisms, it takes a considerable amount to make a market react either integrating or inflating
(ACF, 2007).
I believe there is more credit to be given to the aid in cash option than the ACF decision tree
proposes. Cash might actually positively influence market dynamics and this consideration is not
reflected in the decision tree. Admittedly, ACF claims this tree to be a simplified model and indeed,
market dynamics are a (highly) complicated factor to include, due to the speculative nature of the
topic. However, as ACF does not present a definition or clarification of the term ‘sufficiently’ the
argument should be considered somewhere along the decision-making process. The consideration
then continues in that if cash has been decided to have improvement potential for local economic
activity, which amount of money would be the threshold for this improvement to be permanent or at
least reasonably long lasting? Whether positive or negative the ‘ensemble of interventions’ (Hilhorst,
2007) deserves a place in the ACF decision tree however far its simplification goes.
Consideration: Local habits
The decision tree as above includes a remark in one of the lower boxes mentioning ‘local habits’. In
the research project in Vietnam I noticed a great sense of solidarity among community members.
Solidarity, especially in the project region, turned out to be of vital importance to the recovery of
livelihoods. The project asked the communal administration to target individuals in the commune for
project relief. In essence, a collectively organized commune aimed at ‘equality’ was asked to break
their ties of solidarity and equality by picking one individual over another and judging them ‘more
needy’ than the former. This idea of targeting (and relief provision) stands opposing to local habits in
this case. The scheme above should therefore include some consideration on the content of
‘Community-Based Intervention’.
The last boxes of the scheme are intended to determine the appropriateness of cash for work. In one
of these boxes the phrase ‘will work disrupt local habits?’ appears. In terms of solidarity, this is a just
question. In the case of Vietnam, work would disrupt local habits, because work inherently excludes
households without labor force, which consequently discourages the local habit of solidarity and
equality. It is then not necessarily the work in itself that disrupts local habits, but the concept of
providing exclusive aid that does.
I argue that exclusive aid, such as cash for work is discouraging local solidarity. Vouchers are similarly
exclusive: only certain selected and contracted traders can benefit from voucher programs.
Commodities are more easily shared in most cases and hence exclusivity can be limited. Cash is less
exclusive as it has a trickle down effect which preserves the potential that it might eventually reach
everyone and anyone in the region and even outside the project region.
Besides the question of who should be included (targeted) in a project as beneficiary, it is
furthermore important to remember the position of non-included people in the project region. How
will aid affect them? Helping a target population is one thing, but the non-targeted population
should not be disadvantaged because of that.
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In the decision tree ACF briefly mentions ‘security’. It fails to clarify though whether this includes the
siphoning off of money along the supply chain and possible corruption. Either way, although
decisions would have to be based on experience and speculation, the chance of corruption and loss
of cash along the distribution have to be lifted up one floor in the scheme. The question on whether
cash can be distributed safely in remote areas should hold a security clause on corruption to measure
risks.
Consideration: Influencing aid
Something that is not specifically missing from the decision tree, but that should be kept in mind
when deciding upon aid method is that beneficiary cash expenditure to some extent can be
manipulated. The major question on cash expenditures is whether beneficiaries are capable of acting
in their own interest. More clearly, a transfer of control from donor agencies to recipients causes
reluctance to support cash projects. Whether this fear is realistic or not, cash holds some advantages
over other forms of aid as outlined above. Cash does not need to be dismissed as an option instantly
as there are ways of influencing expenditure.
A simple factor of influence in agricultural societies is timing. If cash is provided just before sowing
season, people are likely to invest it in agricultural input. Prerequisite to this consequence though, is
that there is enough agricultural input available in the local (or nearby) market. Without the
availability of the goods for which cash was intended by providing organizations, beneficiaries will
not be able to spend the received money on these items. Therefore, if a cash providing actor has a
certain item it would like to see being bought with cash, they will have to make sure the item is there
to be bought. This might mean that some part of the project budget will have to be allocated to the
attraction of traders to the area or on possibilities of transport for beneficiaries to go further away
from their homes to buy these specific items.
Sometimes thoughts have to be put inside heads as well, when handling cash grants. For example, if
a certain amount of Euros is granted to people, it is wise to base this amount on a desirable item. In
the case of the RCC Vietnam project, piglets were among the favorites of investment. For 900.000
Vietnamese Dong 3 piglets could be bought, being a long-term investment. Others mentioned that
buffaloes were very precious assets to poor people. Buffaloes however cost about 1.5 million dong. It
is a matter of informing people on their options that might make the difference regarding their
expenditure. A simple way to achieve the presence of a ‘thought’ is by arranging community
meetings to inform people about cash projects and the possibilities these bring for them. Some
experiences even speak of trainings for professions (seamstress, farmer, carpenter)(Harvey, 2005).
Harvey (2005) mentions the ‘moral obligation of cash recipients to spend it on ‘donor-preferred’
items as a result of such ‘information meetings’.
Organizations might have an agenda on what they would like to see the money they grant to
beneficiaries spent on, but so do others. They will have to keep an eye skimmed on possible
pressuring of beneficiaries for example by non-repaid former creditors. For instance, the
recapitalizing of financial institutions at which beneficiaries have become previously indebted is a
way to divert debt-repayment pressure away from recipients (Schreurer, 2010).
Either way, it seems a sensible option to only partially spend a project budget on the distribution of
cash grants. Other parts of the budget may be used to recapitalize crediting institutions or to attract
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and facilitate the provision of goods. If cash is to be given the greatest chance of success, presumably
it should be seen as a complementary asset, not as a solo-instrument to save the day when a disaster
has struck somewhere (see e.g. ACF, 2007). Cash requires an enabling environment to be most
effective. However, a golden rule should be never to forget why cash is given instead of
commodities. If organizations truly want cash to be spent on one specific item, they might as well
distribute this commodity and save recipients the hassle of getting it themselves. If cash is given out,
the individuality of recipients should be respected and appreciated.
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6 Field Research – Evaluation of the RCC project in the aftermath of Ketsana

“Even though I know my way around, Possibly there’s something new I found, Holding on for finding
solid ground”
Someday Soon – KT Tunstall

The Netherlands Red Cross and the German Red Cross in a consortium ran a project assisting the
recovery of lives and livelihoods of people affected by the Ketsana typhoon of 22 September 2009.
During a my stay of 2 months in Vietnam I have been part of post-monitoring endeavors including the
conduct of a questionnaire among project beneficiaries measuring satisfaction, aid preferences and
priorities.
6.1 Netherlands Red Cross history in Vietnam
Since 1989 the Netherlands Red Cross as partnered with the Vietnamese Red Cross. Several themes
were addressed during these past years of cooperation although some themes have remained
emphasized up and until now. These themes include organizational development, disaster risk
reduction (in particular related to climate change) and emergency relief (Van der Laan, 2009). As
mentioned, the NLRC has been active in the project region before Kestana struck and in fact had the
two Vulnerability and Capacity Assessment (VCA) projects running there at that very moment. It is
too early to observe if the VCAs have been of use to preparing the area for typhoons. Additionally
too little information is available on the follow-ups of the VCA-trainings. However, it would be
interesting to see how (if given a thorough follow-up) these VCA-projects have contributed to the
reduction of damages and losses resulting from Ketsana.
6.2 Origin of consortium and cooperation partners
In response to the devastation caused by Ketsana, the Netherlands Red Cross and the German Red
Cross decided to jointly work on a recovery project in the three mentioned provinces. The apparent
advantage of this consortium was that resources could be pooled and the RCC consequently would
constitute a greater capacity to impact the areas. While implementing the project, meant to bring
relief to damaged households, the Red Cross Consortium (RCC) relied heavily on the Vietnamese Red
Cross (VNRC). The VNRC provided data on the areas most badly affected by Ketsana and the districts
and communes that would required the most help. Furthermore, the VNRC also advised the RCC on
the types of aid needed in the different provinces, districts and communes.
Although the RCC provided the guidelines for beneficiary selection to ensure the target of the project
would be met, the VNRC did the effective selection of beneficiaries. Hamlet meetings were held by
the local VNRCs during which the project was explained to the inhabitants. Also, at these meetings a
pre-selected list of households was published. The VNRC had made these lists of names before the
meeting based on what damage had been reported and some other factors such as poverty, labor
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force and number of children in the households. The participants of the meeting were asked to vote
on which households were most in need of help in their opinion. The names resulting from these
votes were selected as beneficiaries.
The local People’s Committee also contributed to the implementation of the project in most if not all
communes. The Committee allowed its Bureau to be used as a distribution centre for help to be
distributed. The kinds of aid distributed depended on what the local VNRCs had requested in the
earlier stages of the project. The RCC provided the types of seeds and fertilizers requested by the
local VNRC chapters. Some areas grew different kinds of rice than others. To stick with cultural and
traditional routines, the RCC tried to comply with local wishes as much as possible.
6.3 Project
6.3.1 Factuality
The project started on the 15th of December 2009. A good 2.5 months after typhoon Ketsana made
landfall. The project areas were divided by the types of needs the areas displayed. Eventually this
resulted in a natural division by imaginary lines of altitude: the highland areas and the lowland areas.
The needs differed between these two categories as sowing calendars did not correspond. Both
regions were in the midst of harvesting season when Ketsana struck. However, the lowland sowing
calendar (districts Quang Trach, Le thuy, Trieu Phong and Phu Loc) demanded the instant beginning
of a new sowing season right away. This meant that farmers who had lost the harvest and therefore
their investment capital for a new season had to take on loans. Although these loans were largely
responsibly taken on through banks, relatives or acquaintances, some were taken on against
monstrous interest rates. Secondly, some farmers sold off all their remaining harvests, leaving their
families and themselves hungry, but with money to buy new seeds. Therefore, the aid for the
lowland areas consisted of unconditional cash grants as it should give them some compensation for
these costs. Cash was given out in 3 portions depending on the number of people in the household in
the local currency, namely portions of 300,000 Vietnamese Dong (VND), 600,000 VND and 1,000,000
VND.
The highland calendar allowed for some delay of agricultural activities. The season to sow started
later than that of the lowland season would, granting people the space to catch their breath before
having to invest in new crop. The aid given to the highland areas (districts Nam Dong, Dak Rong and
Tuyen Hoa) consisted of the provision of seeds and fertilizers to compensate for loss of crop. Seeds
were distributed in portions of 12 and 18 kg depending on the size of land owned by the
beneficiaries. Furthermore, fertilizers have been distributed. According to local requirements, 2 kinds
of fertilizers have been given out, both in 2 quantities likewise related to the size of land of the
beneficiaries. In some areas Ure was distributed in portions of 30 kg and 45 kg. NPK was given out in
the other areas in portions of 40 kg and 60 kg.
In both regions consumption rice was distributed based on the number of people in the household
and water filters depending on the water quality. By the 20th of May 2010 all cash and commodities
had been handed out. A total of 11,164 beneficiaries were aimed at to be reached.
During the last days of May and the first days of June 2010 a monitoring visit was made during which
recipients were interviewed by means of a questionnaire. The aim of this questionnaire was to gain a
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deeper insight into what had been done with the cash grants expended in the lowlands and whether
the highland recipients were comfortable and satisfied with the commodities the were given. A
second emphasis in the questionnaire was put on recipients’ preferences to receive cash or
commodities in different timeframes.
Province

District
Quảng Trạch
Lệ Thủy
Tuyên Hóa
Triệu Phong
Đa Krông
Phú Lộc
Nam Đông

Communes
Quảng Thuỷ, Quảng Liên, Quảng Lưu , Phù Hoá and Quảng Tiên
Quảng Bình
Tân Thủy, Dương Thủy, Hưng Thủy, Văn Thủy, Sơn Thủy,.
Thạch Hóa, Tiến Hóa, Nam Hóa, Đồng Hóa and Thuận Hóa.
Triều Giang, Triệu Long, Triệu Thành, Triệu Thượng and Triệu Độ
Quảng Trị
Ba Lòng, Húc Nghì, Ta Long, Triệu Nguyên and Tà Rụt.
Vinh Mỹ, Vinh Hải, Xuân Lộc, Lộc Bổn and Lộc Tiến
Thừa ThiênHương Phú, Hương Giang, Hương Hữu, Thượng Long and
Huế
Thượng Quảng.
Table 6.3.1: overview of project area (RCC, 2010a: 1).

Figure 6.3.1: map of the project area (RCC, 2010a: 15).

6.3.2 Questionnaire methodology/rationale behind questions
As part of the final post-implementation monitoring, with the help of interpreters I conducted a
questionnaire among a selection of beneficiaries. The total project comprised 35 communes, of
which 15 received cash and 20 received commodities. 13 Out of 35 project communes were selected
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to be visited during this final post-monitoring visit. Of these 13 communes, 9 received cash and 4
received commodities. The selection of these communes was partly random, partly based upon the
intention to visit communes that had not been visited during earlier stages of the project by the
project officers. The communes were spread over 6 districts.

Province

District

Commune

Quang Binh

Quang Trach

Quang Lien
Quang Luu
Tan Thuy
Hung Thuy
Trieu Giang
Trieu Long
Trieu Thuong
Ba Long
Trieu Nguyen
Xuan Loc
Loc Bon
Huong Giang
Thuong Long

Le Thuy
Quang Tri

Trieu Phong

Dak Rong
Thua Thien Hue

Nam Dong
Phu Loc

Total
Number of
beneficiary
households
88
138
126
126
114
155
140
198
100
48
192
100
140

Number of
beneficiary
households
interviewed
15
18
19
19
30
28
25
16
9
10
18
7
7

Kind
of
help
received
Cash/Commodities
Cash
Cash
Cash
Cash
Cash
Cash
Cash
Commodities
Commodities
Cash
Cash
Commodities
Commodities

Table 6.3.2a: visited provinces, districts and communes

Overall, a number of 221 interviews have been conducted. The interviewees were selected by the
local Vietnamese Red Cross (VNRC). The VNRC kept the list of beneficiaries for us (project monitors)
to choose from. However, due to time restraints it was impossible to make the choice ourselves if we
were to see as many households as possible during the monitoring visit. The VNRC selected
beneficiary households in our stead, based on proximity and the households’ availability. The visit
took place in the midst of sowing season. Beneficiaries would be contacted prior to the house visit to
make sure they would be at home instead of planting their rice seedlings. This system of reaching
beneficiaries worked marvelously and it would not have been possible for us to make our own
selection in such a limited amount of time.
One afternoon, a major cloud burst took place right above our heads and the commune we were
only just entering at that moment. As a result, some dirt roads had washed away and several parts of
the commune were out of reach instantly. We had to resort to the local VNRC staff to show us
households that were within reach. A consideration flowing from this, is that the households who
were now, after this one hour of rain, were out of reach will have been out of reach as well after a
typhoon coming over. Supposedly, these households might well have been the ones most severely
damaged of all. As a researcher I would have liked to have gotten an insight into the validity of this
thought. As explained, this could not be done.
The emphasis of the questionnaire rested on cash as a method of aid. The total number of cash
beneficiaries in the project was aiming to be 2,182. The questionnaires reached 8.3% (i.e. 182
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households) of the cash beneficiaries. A sample size of 182 out of a 2,182 population, gives an
accuracy of 95% with a confidence interval of 6.96%.
Households receiving only commodities and no cash were located in the highlands. As mentioned,
the emphasis of the questionnaires was on cash and hence the lowlands. Therefore only limitedly
households have been interviewed in the highlands where seeds and fertilizers were received. 39
Highland households have been interviewed, while the total population of highland households
receiving seeds and fertilizers is 3,152. At a 95% confidence level, the margin of error for this sample
size and population is 15.6%. The total population of commodity recipients is aimed to be 11,164.
This number also includes beneficiaries who received consumption rice and/or water filters alongside
of their cash grants. This results in an interviewed household percentage of 2. This is not a large
number, but the emphasis and priority of the interviews was put on cash grants. This limitedness of
interviews was also a result of time restraints.
The questions were arranged in a number of categories. Firstly, there was a need for some
exploratory information as to the kind of beneficiaries the project was dealing with. Some
information has been gathered as to the composition of incomes of the households. This information
provides a picture not only on how people mainly make a living, but also indicates the importance of
assets, should these be damaged by a storm like Ketsana. The answers in this category can be used as
supporting material of judging the success or failure of the project: was the focus of the project
(mainly agriculture and food supplies) correct to begin with? In this category was included the
composition of households. The intention of this question was to identify the challenges households
were facing based on demographics. Challenges to households could be for example a limited
number of members with labor power, school going children, elderly people, disabled people, etc.
The second set of questions dealt with the damages sustained from the typhoon. The answers to
these questions understandably linked to the first set of questions. If the assets needed for what was
ranked as an important source of income are damaged, the damage is factually larger than the mere
material value of these assets themselves.
Thirdly, beneficiary households were asked for the type and the quantity of help they received. This
did not only concern the help received from the RCC, but also any other help received. The relevance
of this set of questions rests first of all in the monitoring-character of the questionnaire. By the
answers to these questions the RCC could check whether the help had been distributed as intended.
Secondly, to measure the impact of the help provided by the RCC, it was useful to get an overview of
help mechanisms available to the beneficiary households. Arguably, the more help there is available
to the beneficiary households from other sources than the RCC, the less impact the RCC help has.
Additionally, people were asked if they had taken on any loans following Ketsana to see to what
extent people were unable to manage their losses otherwise.
Fourthly, interviewees were asked for their satisfaction about the project. The project aimed to
provide rice for three months per household (slightly variable according to the number of people in
the household). Interviewees were asked if they were satisfied with the quantity of consumption rice
and the quantity of cash or seeds/fertilizers respectively. For all commodities beneficiaries were
asked for the quality. This included the water filters as well. Furthermore, questions on timing were
asked: did the right form of aid arrive at the right time for the beneficiaries?
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Also, the selection process was discussed with the interviewees. Selection had taken place by means
of hamlet meetings and democratically voting for households to receive help. Beneficiaries were
asked if they felt these meetings had been fair. This was a question that was included in the
questionnaire for monitoring reasons. However, the outcome of this question is not reliable. Only
project beneficiaries were asked for the selection procedure. It seems logical that they should be
happy about being selected and thus satisfied with the project processes. Possibly, if non-beneficiary
households had been interviewed, a different picture might have come up. This is only speculation
though as no non-beneficiaries were interviewed.
Fifthly, the interviewees receiving cash from the project were asked to define what they had spent
the money on. It was important to know what the cash grants had been spent on and following from
this: whether the intended goals of the project (aiming on agriculture and debt relief) had been
adequate and/or met.
Sixthly, the priorities and preferences for cash or commodity-based help of beneficiaries have been
measured. A small list of options was presented to the interviewees. Namely: ‘food’; ‘household
essentials’; ‘agricultural input’ (i.e. seeds/fertilizers); ‘repairing house/shelter materials’; ‘tools’;
‘livestock’; and an option to add anything else ‘other’. The interviewees were asked to rank these
options prioritizing the most important by numbering them ‘1’ to least important by numbering them
‘7’. At the same time, the interviewees were asked to differentiate if applicable between the direct
aftermath of the storm (i.e. 0 -< 6 months after Ketsana) and a later stage (i.e. > 6 months after
Ketsana).
0 - 6 months after disaster

No.
1-7

> 6 months after disaster

Food

KIND | CASH

KIND | CASH

Household Essentials

KIND | CASH

KIND | CASH

Seeds, fertilizers (agricultural input)

KIND | CASH

KIND | CASH

Repairing house/shelter materials

KIND | CASH

KIND | CASH

Tools

KIND | CASH

KIND | CASH

Livestock

KIND | CASH

KIND | CASH

Other:

KIND | CASH

KIND | CASH

No.
1-7

Table 6.3.2b: question on priorities in different timeframes. The columns labeled No. 1 – 7 are meant to rank
the priorities in.

Finally, there was room for any further remarks beneficiaries had regarding the project. This question
did not result in any significant answers. People would normally express their thanks towards the
RCC for the help they had been given, but interviewees were reluctant to make any
recommendations or express criticism. This might mean that the project was adequate. At the same
time, people may not have felt free to speak (and criticize for either good or bad) for whatever
reason or people were simply thankful for what they received, regardless of anything else.
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6.3.3 Outcome of the questionnaires
Section 1: general information
The beneficiaries in the areas visited roughly make a living according to the following chart. A note to
add is that most people are in fact involved in multiple forms of income generation. The most
common combination of incomes for beneficiary households is agriculture and livestock.

Figure 6.3.3a: Sources of income of all the interviewees combined.

Only few interviewees reported the composition of the household to be a challenge. Mostly, this was
the result of one or more disabled people in the family. Several interviewed women reported to be
alone (i.e. widow or divorced) with children and therefore at a loss for labor power. However, their
number (12 women) did not constitute a substantial part of the interviewing sample.
Section 2: Incomes and Damages
As can be seen from the chart above (Figure 6.3a) agriculture and livestock by far present the most
common source of income. When asked for the damages suffered from Ketsana, most households
answered that their crops, houses and livestock had been damaged. Because agriculture and
livestock are such an important source of income, damages to either of these assets was disastrous
for the households. The total damage can be charted as below according to the answers given by
beneficiaries. Here too, it should be said that multiple things may be damaged per household.

Figure 6.3.3b: Damages to assets suffered from Ketsana by all interviewees combined

49

Section 3: Beneficiary satisfaction on aid from the project
Satisfaction levels turned out to be high. Regarding quality people agreed unanimously that the
commodities provided were very good. The tendency found was that 114 households (52%) were
satisfied with the quantity of cash and commodities. 77 other households (35%) were grateful for
what they had been given, but noted that it was not enough to meet their needs. 30 households
(14%) interviewed did not specify whether the amount of cash or commodities had been enough. It is
extremely difficult if not impossible to derive solid data from these answers as the term ‘enough’ has
not been defined to or by the beneficiary households. Also, those who answered the quantity of help
to have been enough could, again, have been holding back criticism as they were simply grateful for
what they had gotten from the project.
The aid, whether in-kind or cash was expended 7 months after Ketsana had struck. As for timing it
was found that two thirds of all recipients felt the timing for the aid was adequate (135 interviewed
households). Among those (78 households) who stated that the timing was late, there were different
opinions expressed as to the sequence of the consumption rice, cash and commodities. Some argued
rice to be the very first necessity, as food was hard to come by for some areas directly after the
typhoon. Other people felt they had many expenses and limited resources, which in their opinion
made cash the more viable emergency relief option.
Section 4: Selection procedure
As for the selection procedure of beneficiaries, all interviewed households reported the hamlet
meetings during which beneficiaries were selected had been fair. At very few occasions (approx. 3
households) interviewees reported that there had been a lot of discussion during the meetings about
the selection, yet these meetings were fully reported as fair and transparent.
Section 5: Expenditures
Those interviewed households receiving cash from the project were asked what they had spent their
money on. The answers to this question revealed the following:

Figure 6.3.3c: overview of expenditures by cash recipient households
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Section 6: priorities and preferences
Interviewees were asked to rank their priorities after disaster strikes. The question was not intended
to know the priorities strictly tied to Ketsana, but in fact more in general, so as to use this
information for future projects. This presented the following results:
Priorities
Lowland areas
Highland areas
0 - < 6 months
> 6 months
0 - < 6 months
> 6 months
Food
1
1
2
2
Household
5
5
5
5
essentials
Agricultural input 3
4
1
1
Repairing shelter 2
2
3
3
Livestock
6
6
6
6
Tools
4
3
4
4
Other
7
7
7
7
Table 6.3.3a: priorities ranked by timeframe 0-<6 months after a disaster and > 6 months after a disaster per
region.

An unexpected result is that in both areas priorities hardly seem to change over time. Both in the
emergency period (0 - < 6 months after a disaster) and in the recovering period (> 6 months after a
disaster) the list of priorities looks virtually the same. However, there is a difference between the
lowland and highland area. Whereas the lowland areas prioritize food and repairing shelter, the
highland areas focus on recovering income right away by prioritizing agricultural input, with food on
a second place and repairing of shelters on a third place. In theory, as the table above suggests, there
is a difference in priorities, but this research does not intend to explain these differences and only
registers them in order to support choices for future supporting projects. Additionally, on a more
theoretical note, during the fieldwork though it was observed that people generally mange to work
on all top three (and even more) priorities at the same time. Arguably, all priorities are interlinked
and therefore not to be prioritized over one another. A lesson learned from the fieldwork.
The questionnaire provided interviewees with the option of expressing their preference on receiving
cash or commodities in future (so far hypothetical) projects. Although (as shown in table 5.2b)
preferences were asked per category (i.e. ‘food’; ‘household essentials’; ‘agricultural input’;
‘repairing house/shelter materials’; ‘livestock’; ‘tools’; and ‘other’), many interviewees selected
either cash or in-kind for all priorities rather than differentiating among the listed options. Still,
because there were a number of interviewees expressing different preferences for different items, it
is impossible to generalize the findings per interviewed beneficiary. Thus, on the whole, 827
preferences have been recorded, expressed by 221 interviewed beneficiaries, regarding the 6 options
on the list. 357 preferences (43%) were expressed on receiving commodities rather than cash. 51%
(421 expressed preferences) preferred cash over commodities. The final 6% (49 preferences) were
happy with anything, either cash or commodities and were indifferent on receiving help in either
form.
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Cash
Commodities
Indifferent

Lowland Areas
(Received Cash)
< 6 months > 6 months
65%
79%
30%
15%
5%
6%

Highland areas
(Received In-kind)
< 6 months > 6 months
9%
26%
74%
69%
7%
5%

Total
51%
43%
6%

Table 6.3.3b: overview of preferred aid method by timeframe

The table shows a remarkable division between the kind receiving beneficiaries and the cash
receiving beneficiaries. In the lowland areas people express to prefer cash in any timeframe,
although slightly less so during the emergency phase. In the highlands, the majority prefers kind
during both emergency and recovery phase. During the interviews several reasons for this preference
were detected. The highland areas are farther removed from local markets. This makes it hard to go
out of the commune to go and buy things if they were given cash. By extension, the unavailability of
transportation for goods is a problem. But, strikingly, the beneficiaries independently, yet
unanimously mentioned they were “scared of ‘being distracted’ from the long-term goal” (interviews
in Nam Dong District, Huong Giang commune, 25 May 2010). By this ‘long-term goal’ they meant
sustainable income generation, such as through agriculture and livestock. This is particularly
interesting as it were precisely the highland beneficiaries who prioritized recovering their income
generation already in the emergency phase, whereas the lowland areas only prioritized this in the
recovery phase. It is impossible to say if, when given cash instead of kind, people in the highlands
would have spent it on long-term or short-term items. Still, the realization that long-term is
prioritized, but people feel unconfident they would do so when given the opportunity is an
interesting outcome of the questionnaire.
Regarding the preferences of interviewed beneficiaries some further considerations are in order.
Firstly, as table 6.3e displays, the majority of people receiving cash would actually prefer cash were
they given the choice. Likewise, the kind-recipients would overwhelmingly prefer kind when given
the choice. It is hypothetical asking what people would effectively choose in any next situation, but it
could be that people are simply grateful for the help they were given. To not disturb the
(questioning) donor agency (the Red Cross Consortium), they may simply have answered what they
believed the RCC wanted to hear. Secondly, people are quite used to ‘others’ (i.e. the government)
thinking for them. While in the field, I have had several indications that people are used to being told
what is good for them. Why should they want to contest this? On the other hand, the number of
interviewees who did prefer another form of aid to the one they were given by the RCC is not to be
taken lightly. By the shifting percentages in the table (6.3e) it can be seen that people are very well
willing to do their own thinking and in fact to do so thoroughly. If people truly believed the RCC knew
what was good for them, they would have given the same answers all throughout the questions on
preferences (and thus this would result in the same percentages all through out the table). However,
since this is not the case and the percentages do change suggests that even if the received form of
aid is approved of, this means it might well be based upon a solid personal preference of the
interviewees rather than a ‘guided’ decision of complying with the ‘common thought’ of what is good
for them.
Either way, as it is a question (and answer) regarding a hypothetical future situation, it is impossible
to check and hence to accredit the obtained data with any degree of truthfulness.
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6.4 Impact Assessment & project Analysis/ evaluation
The questionnaire is partly meant to evaluate the project organized by the RCC. As a guide to the
evaluation process I use the OECD/DAC criteria, widely accepted and used as a standard for
evaluation. Additionally, I use the LogFrame drawn up at the design stage of the project as a baseline
to compare objectives and results.
The OECD/DAC criteria present a set of terms that ought to be considered when evaluating. These
terms are: appropriateness and/or relevance, effectiveness, efficiency, impact, and sustainability
(DAC, 1991).
6.4.1 Appropriateness & relevance
The projects major objective as defined in the LogFrame was to contribute to the recovery of
vulnerable communities in the provinces of Quang Binh, Quang Tri and Thua Thien Hue, Vietnam. Up
front, the term ‘vulnerable communities’ has not been defined. I like to put a practical interpretation
to this term: communities damaged by typhoon Ketsana. The reason I use this explanation is because
the project was specifically intended to target Ketsana-stricken communities as becomes clear from
the project proposal and intermediate reports.
The RCC meant to support recovery through providing agricultural input and cash alongside of
consumption rice and water filters. I argue that the project found itself at a crossroad between
humanitarian (emergency) needs and development (permanent/long-term) needs. The combination
of consumption rice & water filters and on the other hand agricultural input and cash makes sense.
From the questionnaire it also became apparent that most interviewed beneficiaries make a living
out of agriculture and besides this, most damages were reported regarding agricultural activities.
Hence, delivering agricultural input seems a viable option. Something to chew on though is that
providing agricultural input per se excludes people who do not own agricultural land. It is true that
most people, particularly in the countryside keep their own lands. Yet, the few people that do not
own any farmlands (or gardening ground), may be the most vulnerable people in the commune not
being able to afford land or – not allowed to own land. I have no valid ground to believe or even
suspect this latter option, although I am aware that if people have a certain ethnicity, they may not
naturally enjoy the same rights as others of different ethnicities do in Vietnam. (e.g. the inhabitants
of the “Floating Villages” of Ha Long Bay: “Truong”, 2010).
However, if a choice is to be made as to which aid supply should be provided, admittedly most
people would indeed profit from agricultural support. Cash is a valid option at any time as it allows
for people to use it to their own need and liking.
The consumption rice handed out was meant to cover about 3 months for at most a 6-member
household (naturally, more members need more rice to cover the same 3 months). This duration of 3
months is the very least needed in order for rice seeds on the fields to grow. Rice has a growth cycle
of about 3 to 6 months. To provide consumption rice for 3 months is thus a well-supported activity.
The final supply of the project requires some extra thought. The filters were handed out only in areas
of extremely poor drinking water quality. On dry reasoning, water filters are a good idea. Yet, the
criteria of effectiveness and efficiency might slightly alter opinions on this.
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6.4.2 Effectiveness
Has the project met its goals? In the
LogFrame, the overall objective was
translated into a specific objective stating
that ‘targeted households (…) get access to
food, livelihood and clean water in order to
recover from the typhoon and floods’
(RCC, 2009a). Food was secured through
handing out consumption rice. Livelihood
was invested in through handing out
seeds, fertilizers and cash. Clean water was
secured through the handing out of water
filters. The rice was surely eaten, seeds
(photo source: personal archive, MvdT)
were planted and cash was spent
One of the project beneficiaries proudly shows the
according to table 5.2b. But what of the
water filter he was given. He does not use it regularly:
water filters? When presented with the
only at very special occasions. He fears the filter would
question whether they used the water
rust or break if he were to use it more frequent and he
filters on a daily basis, about 60% of the
does not have the money to get the filter replaced
households mentioned not to do this.
once it is used up.
Reasons for not doing so were various.
One household did not know how to use the filter; several households still cooked the water before
putting it through the filter (which is unnecessary); and other households could not afford a new
ceramic filter to replace the old one with once that one had been used up. Apart from these reasons,
a frequently mentioned argument not to use the filter was because people feared the filter would
break or rust. The filters are made of stainless steel, but this did not convince some beneficiaries.
Also, as people were very proud of their filter, they saw this as a kind of prestige object and would
only use it on special occasions, but not in daily life. Moving entirely away from using it, was giving
the filter away. The filters turned out to be a very much loved wedding present for sons and
daughters. It was also observed that elderly beneficiaries (with no younger people in the household)
would pass on the filter to households with – for example – small children. The argument was simple:
‘we have cooked water to drink all our lives, why should we change our ways these last few years
until our death, while the young families should have clean drinking water?’ (anonymous interviewee
in Loc Bon).
Has the project been effective? I say yes. The project lived up to the expectations of bringing access
to food and providing livelihood support. As for clean water, the discussion above presents some
fine-tuning to the achievements of the project. The project did not meet its theoretical aim that
these particularly selected people should now use a filter to obtain drinking water in their everyday
lives. On the other hand, I believe a more contextually correct distribution of the filters has taken
place from the selected beneficiaries to those they felt were in greater need of the filter. To that
extent I argue the project has been successful. What cannot be left out of the discussion is that
people refuse to use the filter fearing it will break of rust or that people do not use the filter
properly. This last part can be avoided during next projects by providing better or more information
as to the properties of the filters. Apparently, the explanation on how to use the filter did not come
through properly as a number of people still cook their water before filtering it. The material of the
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filters (stainless steel) will not rust and should be known to people, especially considering the humid
climate of the project area. The fear of breaking filters possibly is a result of the filter being
something very precious to beneficiaries. I suppose no amount of information is going to change this,
but it does pull into question whether water filters are a relevant, an appropriate and/or an effective
form of aid.
6.4.3 Efficiency
The economic efficiency of the project is hard to penetrate as I do not have the proper economic
knowledge to judge this. However, as for the content of the project, it can be said that there are
several considerations to balance. Firstly, the use of the local VNRCs as information providers
regarding local needs is imperative in any (post-)disaster situation. I argue that (foreign)
organizations such as the RCC would take too long to go into a disaster-stricken area and figure out
the local needs themselves while not seeing through or being part of the entire local context. As
such, relying on locally gathered data by for instance a local VNRC is the most efficient way of
working. Naturally, if the RCC relies on others for needs assessments, it does not control or foresee
possible biases the VNRC might have locally. The result might be that only the needs of specific
people in communes may be prioritized over others’, while needs are similarly pressing or even
worse for the non-prioritized group. I believe that not everything can be or should be controlled in
such a situation and trusting the local VNRC to provide data on needs seems a good basis for
cooperation.
The same discussion goes for the selection of beneficiaries. It seems highly elaborate for the RCC to
arrange the selection and secondly, by lack of contextual insight, even if the RCC would select
beneficiaries itself, this would not guarantee an ‘ideal’ selection of those most in need. To ensure
compliance with Red Cross principles, the RCC provided the criteria for selection to the local People’s
Committee.
As for the factual implementation, i.e. the handing out of commodities and cash, the VNRC once
again had the lead. The RCC could control this as beneficiary lists existed and were signed by the
beneficiaries themselves upon reception of the supplies.
The timeline of the project leaves some doubts. However solidly prepared the project was by taking
more time for it, it might have missed out on the actual rehabilitation situation. After all, the project
was put into effect only 7 months after the typhoon had left its traces. 7 Months were enough time
for most beneficiaries to pick up their lives again. As Hilhorst (2007) mentioned ‘disaster victims will
not sit and wait for help to arrive. They will try to get back to the normal state of things as soon as
possible. This was clear from the lowland example where people had already found ways to be
sowing their fields again before the project help arrived. For the highlands the same happened: the
RCC was misinformed about the sowing calendar and had missed the winter crops’ season. When the
project help arrived, it was right in time for the spring crop to be sown after the winter harvest had
just taken place.
Providing cash instead of commodities is less costly in terms of transportation, storage, etc. Yet, the
RCC’s experience with the project was that the administration was far more demanding than it would
have been in case of only commodity provision. Money is easily siphoned off as is apparent from as
argued before. Thus it is no more than plausible that the RCC took its measures in order for money to
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go where it should: the beneficiaries. Certain security and double-check measures were put in place
to make sure money would run the proper course. This implied that local (in this case VNRC-) staff
were to be trained beforehand to get the distribution procedures right. In the areas where
commodities were distributed this was unnecessary. In terms of procurement, transportation and
storage for both the RCC and the beneficiaries, money was the more efficient option in this project.
The actual distribution, despite storage and transportation, did not require so much precautionary
measures for commodities as cash did. In the end, supposedly it can be said that both aid methods
functioned in their most efficient ways, be it that the project would have had a greater impact if it
had taken place earlier after the typhoon.
6.4.4 Impact
The OECD/DAC proposes measuring impact according a set of example questions. The first question
regards the project as a whole. ‘What has happened as a result of the project?’ (1991). The
consumption rice was eaten, clearly. Be it, that many families reported the rice had not been enough
to sustain them for the three intended months. The impact of the consumption rice can thus be
considered less than anticipated. The water filters have been discussed above and the impact was as
with the rice less than anticipated.
Seeds, fertilizers and cash, have had a different impact. The result from the questionnaires was that
most people derive their income from agriculture. Likewise, agricultural assets were most frequently
reported as the most damaged of assets belonging to the beneficiary households. In theory it was
assumed that the input would come in time for the very next sowing season after the storm. In an
agricultural society though, it seems awkward to me that the lands would not be used for more than
half a year, i.e. 7 months until the project help came along. I believe the impact would have been
greater had the input come earlier. People had already proven themselves able to make their own
arrangements before the RCC entered the stage. People had already harvested again by the time the
seeds and fertilizers were given out.
In the lowlands on the other hand, assumptions were validated: there was a sowing season starting
rapidly after the storm and people had made the anticipated arrangements to secure their long-term
income. Handing out cash for debt relief turned out a good call, granting beneficiaries the space to
make their own decision. Many of these decisions ended up being agricultural, livestock-, or foodrelated. Any of these options contributed to the achievement of the project goals of livelihood
recovery and access to food.
‘What real difference has the activity made to the beneficiary?’(DAC, 1991). The project never meant
to fulfill every need the beneficiaries had after the typhoon. But 7 months after the typhoon I feel
obliged to say that the actual contribution of the project to people’s lives is limited. Where
commodities were concerned (seeds, fertilizers, consumption rice and water filters), the impact has
been less than anticipated with rice frequently not being enough, water filters only limitedly being
used and seeds and fertilizers missing the first sowing season after the storm for which the help was
intended.
The impact of cash is maybe not so much greater, but simply more relevant. Beneficiaries could make
up their own mind about priorities and on which priorities they wished to spend their cash grant. It
was observed that many people made long-term investments with the money by means of buying
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piglets, and chickens or seeds and fertilizers. The maximum grant a beneficiary could get was
1,000,000 Vietnamese Dong. How much was this to beneficiaries? The questionnaire also enquired
for the loans beneficiary households took on after Ketsana. 61% of all interviewed beneficiaries
replied that this was more than 1million VND. 35% of interviewees took on a loan from between 1 to
10 million VND. Another 20% got indebted between 10 and 30 million dong. Another 6 % has even
more that than 30 million VND since Ketsana. Grateful as they were beneficiaries would normally add
to their answer that being indebted is a natural and permanent part of being a farmer. Pondering,
but how much impact does – at best – 1 million VND have? Given that most farmers are in
permanent need for money to get by, does this 1 million make such a viable difference that
recovering would have presented a mission impossible had beneficiaries not been given the cash? I
do not believe so. As with all other assets of their lives: they would have coped somehow. Absolutely,
the project help made things easier, but was it indispensible? No, I dare say not. Does it need to be
indispensible to make a difference? Neither. The question then is what defines the difference? Or, if
put in a project perspective: how much money, how great a cash grant would make a difference? For
this thesis, this will have to remain a rhetorical question for I am not an economist nor do I feel it
adds to my argument.
In order to measure impact, other aid-mechanisms at work should be taken into consideration as
well. In the case of this project, it appeared that in most interviewing areas, there were several other
help mechanisms at work alongside the RCC. The government in most areas had been helpful in the
most distressing moments handing out instant noodles and at a later time would hand out cash.
Pagodas would pull their weight likewise by sheltering the suddenly homeless, providing clothes,
noodles and some petty cash. Possibly the most important help-mechanisms functioning in all areas
were the so-called ‘mass organizations’. These organizations however are part of a fairly complicated
governmental structure, which has been explained in chapter 4. The cores of their activities are
various, like providing cash directly, negotiating low-interest loans with banks, facilitating the
construction of shelters, etc.
When speaking of impact any effect the project had should be taken on board. In my personal
observation, an assumed unintended effect came to be in the process of project implementation. It
has been touched upon already in chapter 2 and 4. It regards the choosing of beneficiaries from a
collectively functioning society. What effect did this ‘choosing one’s need over another’ have on the
understanding of commune-members? Has this process changed their ideas on solidarity? I hope not,
it might cause a true impoverishment of communal society if it has.
6.4.5 Sustainability
What lasts after the RCC finishes its project? Depending on what beneficiaries have spent their cash
on, their income will have had a boost. For instance with the purchase of piglets, eventually (sale of)
pork will be invested in and hence income, likewise seeds and fertilizers have their long-term effect
providing income resulting from the new harvest.
It is commonly known, however, that Vietnam is almost like a supermarket of disasters. You can find
any form of disaster basically every year, take your pick. Chances thus are reasonable that another
typhoon may sweep beneficiaries right back into the situation they found themselves in right after
Ketsana. Sustainability of this project in such a case does not live that long. If the project were truly
to have had a sustainable impact some forms of disaster preparedness or disaster risk reduction
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should have been taken on board. As long as there are no new storms or other disaster, the project is
sustainably supporting income generation.
6.5 Other aid mechanisms besides the RCC
present after Ketsana
As mentioned in chapter 4, especially the
Vietnamese Mass-organizations have been
of great importance to the recovery of
disaster-affected households. Major actors
in the recovery process were the Vietnam
Women’s Union; the Vietnam National
Farmers Union; the War Veterans’
Association;
the
Vietnam
General
Confederation of Labour; the Vietnam Red
Cross and to a lesser extent the Vietnam
Youth Union. Besides the MassOrganizations the separate governmental
levels and People’s Committees have
pulled their weight as well as have the
various religious organizations around the
area (mainly Buddhist and Catholic) and
pro-poor Banks.
Internationally, the
government of Vietnam did not launch an
appeal for support, but an abundant
presence of foreign aid organizations have
aligned with local recovery procedures.

(photo source: personal archive, MvdT)

The lady sitting on the bed is a project beneficiary. She
tells us how she lost all her belongings including her
house as a result of the Ketsana typhoon. Luckily, the
Veteran’s Union in her commune has helped out
through the construction of a new home (in the
picture). It was a reciprocity arrangement by which the
lady’s husband returned the favor: he helped construct
the homes of others in the commune through the
Veteran’s Union. By the time the Red Cross project
was up and running, most homes had been
(re)constructed through this joint effort.

However great local, national and foreign efforts have been, most interviewees acknowledged that
the greatest support was given to them by their personal networks. Families, friends, neighbors,
‘rich’ families in the surrounding, children sending remittances from the big cities where they live and
work, these are all actors in an enormous network of solidarity that helped interviewed beneficiaries
recover. Some interviewees were moved to tears when answering the question in amazement and
gratitude for the ‘natural’ support given to them through their network.
6.6 Overall conclusion on the Project
Overall, the help provided for by the RCC helped people recover. Either through agricultural input,
consumption rice, water filters or cash grants all eventually added up to a (more) speedy recovery of
livelihoods. So the conclusion of this project is two-fold. Has the project met the targets it set before
initiation? Yes, it did after all support the recovery of disaster affected people.
However, as became clear from the evaluation, some things did not turn out to be as effective as
they were thought to be. Did it make all that much of a difference to the target population? I am not
so sure. An enormous sense of resilience combined with solidarity was clear from the interviews
done with beneficiaries. Although I could never try or prove this, but I feel people would have coped
anyhow even without the support of the RCC project. Does this mean the project was a waste?
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Certainly not. The aid-recipients one by one expressed their sincere thanks for the help given to them
by the project and that might be all the motivation needed to launch a project.
In terms of preferences regarding types of aid, on the whole of the project region there was a
virtually equal spread of preferences over cash and kind. Superficially, apparently it would not make
much of a difference whether IAs should implement cash or kind in their projects. However, when
zooming in on the data, there are clear differences between the highland and the lowland areas. This
difference in itself prooves my point that the consideration of context is indispensable for making a
well-founded choice of any form of aid. The RCC project provided cash in the lowlands and
commodities in the highlands: exactly as the data show the beneficiaries would have preferred it. If
this division of preferences would have been any different if people were given different forms of aid
is impossible to say without it having been tried. I do argue though that, things given as they are, the
solution of the RCC chosen with the division of aid implementation is respectful of local culture and
preference. Admittedly, neither local culture nor preference were motivations for the RCCs choice,
but this fact does provide excellent consideration material for future desicions.
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7. Conclusions

“Please realize, I’m not half alive, without a mess of help to stand alone”
You need a mess of help to stand alone - The Beach Boys

I have come to the end of this thesis. The above chapters have outlined an overview of contextual
aspects, aid methods and a case study to illustrate and test theoretical knowledge. I have started off
asking 3 smaller questions with which I will eventually come to answer my main question.
1. Which kinds of context traits have to be taken into account when deciding upon the
appropriate form of aid?
In the above thesis I have established the validity of context as an influencing factor for success or
failure of aid-provision. The theme ‘context’ entails many different aspects that all have their
changing nature per situation in common. There are some lead aspects to consider though as was
clear from both literature as well as the case study from Vietnam. The combination of nature and
location of people is crucial to know if and when disaster could strike again. Local populations are an
object of study as well in the sense that not all people are equally strong to cope with disaster.
Vulnerable people might need extra care and in fact without a special focus, aid-provision may work
against them (for instance through an increase of domestic violence after putting omen in charge of
cash grants). Besides people and natural circumstances, the level of organization and facilities ought
to be looked at. The structures or baselines left in a disaster-stricken region may prove to have great
potential for cost-effective aid provision. An overarching aspect of context is the timeframe. There
are three generally acknowledged recovery phases. The humanitarian phase starts when the disaster
starts and ends (without a clear boundary) when the disaster situation is over in terms of immediate
human losses. Rehabilitation then starts and rebuilds the most basic structures of the disasterstricken population. When people have more or less returned to livable circumstances and have
recovered their livelihoods, they can start moving up from there by means of development.
There are lists of further aspects that could be considered and are in fact of importance for aid
provision, however, these are very context specific and contexts are different for any case. Three
major themes should be looked at to fit aiding strategies to contexts. The first two consider aid from
a beneficiary perspective. The third aspect is mostly relevant to implementing agencies and indirectly
donors.
Firstly, social structures and ties should be taken into account not just to distribute aid by, but also to
determine how targeting should be done. Secondly, economic structures and prime sources of
income should be incorporated in aid provision strategies to increase chances of livelihood recovery
and local applicability of aid. Thirdly, practical and organizational assets of aid strategies ought to be
considered. The costs of commodity transport and storage may not weigh up to the costs of training
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local staff to distribute cash. Targeting may prove a challenge for cash, while commodities seem
more self-evident, etc.
The targeting of beneficiaries keeps buzzing in my mind though. The ICRC as well as the IFRC act upon
their humanitarian principles. Especially providing aid to ‘alleviate suffering wherever and to
whomever it may be found’ makes the thought rise that picking people from an overall disasterstricken (and hence possibly suffering) population does not seem right. Apparently the idea of
‘whomever’ only stretches so far as long as there is no competition to that same label of ‘suffering’.
In the case of Vietnam, an entire commune was selected as having suffered the most from the
Ketsana typhoon. Is it then according to humanitarian principles to pick people from this (already
determined as a collective suffering) commune? Apparently it is not so much the ‘whomever’ that
forges the decision but the ‘how much’ someone suffers. I wonder, whose job is it to say whose
suffering is ‘worst’? I argue it is an insider’s job, however dangerous concerning possible biases, to
pinpoint (worst) sufferers. The case of the water filters in the Vietnam project illustrates this:
beneficiaries were selected by Red Cross criteria (although implemented by locals) and during the
questionnaires it appeared that many people re-gifted their filters to people they personally felt to
be in greater need. Needs were clearly assessed differently locally than by the RCC. Different
stakeholders have different perspectives and, however complicating this may be for aid-provision,
the benefit of these perspectives should not be forsaken, such as demonstrated by beneficiary
targeting.
2. Which form of aid holds which advantages and disadvantages for which stakeholders?
In terms of aid provision methods, three main forms can be distinguished. Firstly, there is the direct
aid option that literally provides cash directly to beneficiaries. Secondly, there is indirect aid by
means of vouchers representing a value in cash or commodities. Beneficiaries do not receive cash
directly, but to some extent they can make up their own mind about priority expenses depending on
the type of voucher. Lastly, there is the method of commodity provision. This last option is the most
conventional and most ‘donor-proof’ option with (as generally believed) the least risk of corruption
and security. Cash on the other hand does have the tendency to corrupt although this is more based
on common sense than scientific proof as became apparent from the literature study. The advantage
of cash however, is that it allows the recipients to determine their own course of recovery. Vouchers
are more or less a mid-way between direct forms of aid and commodity provision. It allows donors
and implementing agencies to keep control of their investment and at the same time (depending on
the content of the voucher) grants a certain level of freedom to aid recipients. As a downside,
vouchers do require a large administration and might fuel the trading of vouchers on a black market
when the value of the vouchers turns out to be no longer needed or un-prioritized.
3. What sort of experience has been had worldwide by organizations with projects after
natural disasters using cash or commodities distributions in support of disaster-stricken
populations?
This question has partially been answered in the above paragraph. After all, the advantages and
disadvantages found during the literature study were mostly the conclusions of several worldwide
projects. Commodities are still the most conventional means to provide aid. However, increasingly
agencies have tried out cash as an aid method in recent years. Experiences reveal that it is more costeffective due to limited logistic costs, but more expensive in terms of additional training of staff.
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Furthermore, control seems to be an issue for donors and implementing agencies. Cash is less visible
than commodities or vouchers and is more prone to diversion and corruption. During the literature
study of this research little evidence was found of agencies making note of anti-social use of cash by
beneficiaries. Similarly, in Vietnam, there was no proof of anti-social spending. In fact as Beckman
(2002) notes: in disaster aftermath, governmental corruption seems to decrease due to the
overruling need of those affected by the disaster.
Also, people turned out to be well aware of the long-term potential of cash as an investment
opportunity. Alongside of this seeming success, there were also beneficiaries’ voices heard against
the distribution of cash for them personally. Beneficiaries made note of their lack of self-esteem in
handling cash. Whether this lack of self-esteem is valid or merely prejudice remains unknown as cash
was not distributed in that particular region.
Although cash is experienced to be harder to target, it is also the most inclusive form of aid. The
trickle down effect assures that even the community members who were not included in the
targeting have the opportunity to benefit. On the part of vouchers and commodities it became clear
that targeting is a more tricky business as it needs to be thoroughly reviewed whether people
actually need the particular commodities agencies propose to distribute. There are viable chances of
black market development for the re-trading of received commodities and vouchers, making the
values rock-bottom within minimal amounts of time. On the other hand cash has the potential to
devaluate.
All in all, experiences from donors and implementing agencies are various. What I have argued
before is that a difference in experience can be concluded per stakeholder. Beneficiaries in general
turn out to be very capable of taking responsible decisions on expenditures. Some however note that
the amount of cash should be a reflection of certain commodities, like the buffaloes (1.5 million
dong) or piglets (300.000 dong) in Vietnam. Considering the ongoing reluctance although carefully
increasing willingness to distribute cash, donors and Implementing Agencies do not appear to be
overall convinced by the merit and reliability of cash. It is true, cash distributions are probably not
100% reliable. Then again, neither are commodity or voucher distributions.
Safety is a problem for both staff and beneficiaries. However, from the literature and field study for
this thesis, no indications were found of safety and/or security risks. The RCC project in Vietnam took
place in a peaceful area without (perceivable) social tensions. Governmental agents were said to
have put their own interest aside for the benefit of the affected people. Affected people amongst
themselves even noted that they did not want aid as ‘others were in greater need’. In a country like
Vietnam, in an area like the project area, apparently cash and other forms of aid can be selftargeting. Trust is key, apparently.
What I doubt though is the extent to which the results found through the Vietnamese case study can
be generalized. I have come to know the project region to be characterized by mutual solidarity,
collectivity and a high commitment to the common, greater good. This mentality would be suitable
for any IA to work with. However, I am not sure if other countries (or even regions within Vietnam)
possess the same mentality. The more individualistic mentalities in other countries are the more
likely it seems that people choose their own good over the greater common good, which in turn
would lead to jealousy and other negative consequences. If this would be the case, I suppose
individual targeting would be more appropriate to avoid social tension in a targeted community. Still,
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the inner goodness of people should not be underestimated. My experience (not just in Vietnam) is
that the less fortunate people are, the more generous natured they are, which is an asset, I am
afraid, that is often undervalued.
Main Question: In natural disaster aftermath, when should what form of aid be applied?
As could have been expected, there is no solid answer as in ‘should be cash’ or ‘should be kind’ to the
main question of this thesis. As a matter of fact, based on the data resulting from the fieldwork,
there is not so much of a difference to be observed in preferences of cash and kind. Per
consequence, I suppose I need to relocate the emphasis of my main question. Instead of asking
which forms of aid are appropriate under which circumstances, eventually it seems to make more
sense to question the circumstances rather than the applicability of the available different forms of
aid.
Despite the aformentioned emphasis on circumstances, some general tendencies can be pointed out
by which decisions can be made on which forms of aid are appropriate in differing situations. The
specific phase of disaster can be a leading theme for decision-making.
The relief phase requires rapid intervention with direct results. Cash is arguably not the best option:
although very quickly put in place, it requires research to see if markets are still working sufficiently
for cash to be useful. Also, at most occasions there will not be time to train staff to knowledgably
distribute cash. Vouchers likewise do not seem the best of options. Vouchers require negotiating
with traders on prices and availability of goods and possibly even transport fees. I argue that cash
may be quick, but it does not seem the most appropriate form of aid during the episode of greatest
needs after a natural disaster.
The rehabilitation phase seems a far more suitable époque for cash distributions. When the absolute
emergency has passed, there is time to train staff, to implement (if necessary) measures enhancing
safety and security, and do research for economic activities and availability of goods. Also, cash
encourages variety of economic activities constituting the basis for economic recovery.
With regards to rehabilitation a notion should be added though. After considering the case study
from Vietnam, the theory discussed in chapter two seems to have some strange fittings. The goal of
the RCC project was to support the recovery of disaster-affected people. The word recovery suggests
the target group of the project still lived (and perhaps lives) in a state of rehabilitation. Rehabilitation
was argued before to be a determinant for the phase lasting until a more-or-less normal situation has
been re-established. However, having observed the Vietnamese situation, there seems to be a nonsynchronicity or vacuum between the explanation of the term (return to normality) and reality (the
project area in Vietnam). The problem rests with the term ‘normality’ rather than ‘rehabilitation’. If
‘normality’ signifies pre-disaster living standards, I argue that rehabilitation can be boiled down to
two situations. Firstly, there is the period following immediately to the emergency (relief) phase.
During this period people restore whatever is left to restore and make their lives ‘livable’. This is
what I now believe to be the actual rehabilitation phase. Secondly, the period following this until real
‘normality’ is obtained is a period people normally have to bridge themselves climbing back to their
previous living standards.
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Let me illustrate with an imaginary example magnifying my thoughts. If a rich man’s home gets
flooded and possessions get washed away, this is surely a disaster for the man living there. However,
should he receive help from organizations, these would never (in their right mind) intend to retrieve
the monumental value of his possessions. Instead they would ‘rehabilitate’ him to the extent that his
life gets ‘livable’ and can manage to stand on his own two feet again. Imaginably, the hypothetical
rich man would have to work his way back up the capital-ladder once again, but no sound-minded
organization would simply ‘give back’ this man his millions by the token of rehabilitation. There now,
the notion of ‘normality’ is apparently a concept only applicable for those who live without reserves
or surplus to the degree of ‘livability’. I realize that anything after livability may also be seen as
development, especially when contemplating the idea that the rich man of the example might never
have an opportunity to regain his original fortune. Does this mean that he will be ‘rehabilitating’ for
the rest of his life? I think not. The conclusion is simple: there is no such thing as ‘normality’.
This raises the question where rehabilitation ends at all if not in normality. Rehabilitation in my
opinion ends by the time livelihoods are no longer fully at risk of being swept away by ‘normal’
events. Disasters can always happen and in most cases cannot be avoided or mitigated, disaster are
abnormal events ruining routines and daily lives. Rehabilitation stands apart from disasters in the
sense that if people (and their livelihoods) are rehabilitated, their living standard does not yield to
the slightest daily ‘ordinary’ trembling of life. My initial definition of rehabilitation therefore needs
some adaptation. Rehabilitation only restores post-disaster situations to a livable extent from where
people can manage themselves again. Bearing this in mind, the RCC project consolidated livability
and boosted the process of further rehabilitation towards long-term self-sustaining livelihoods1.
Once the long-term self-sustaining living standard has been established according to this new-found
understanding of rehabilitation, development can set in. Understanding donors’ objections to cash, I
would argue that cash is not the best option, but in fact vouchers could be. All immediate needs have
been fulfilled to recover pre-disaster levels of living and arguably, that results in greater risks of antisocial use of cash: the needs (and hence expenses) are not as blatantly obvious as during the
previous two phases. Commodities however, seem a direct encouragement of black market activity.
Vouchers (although similarly susceptible to black market tendencies if voucher values appear
redundant) allow a degree of freedom, yet do not let go of all strings and maintain a certain level of
control. Vouchers push beneficiaries into a certain direction, but still let them choose their own lane.
For all three phases, there is not just one solution. Especially when considering multiple forms of aid
alongside one another, solutions can come in all different shapes and sizes. Cash is one thing, but
perhaps IAs need to enhance the local market through subsidies, trading contracts or other measures
for cash to be expendable on the local market. Similarly, if markets are not sufficiently functioning,
perhaps vouchers for markets in the surrounding area can help in combination with small restricted
cash grants for transportation for beneficiaries to get there and back, etc.
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If lines are so hard to draw between one post-disaster phase and the next, it leaves to wonder why LRRD has
become such a prominent term while it is in fact the separating of RRD instead of the linking of RRD that
presents the challenge. How far should organizations go in their endeavors towards improving, enhancing or
rebuilding live standards? Although interesting enough, this question I cannot answer and will have to remain
rhetorical.
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I realize I have just argued against my own belief. I believe in trusting people. I believe that if
implementing agencies get their targeting right and that if they are committed to guiding cash right
through from donors to beneficiaries, this should provide a sufficiently protected cadre for aid to do
what it should. The key is to culturally and socially know the area that cash should be distributed in.
This may not always be possible, but it would provide the best basis for effective aid provision.
Especially when knowing the area it should be easier to trust people (or certain key actors) and cash
can be the most effective and appropriate form of aid in virtually any (non-humanitarian) situation of
natural disaster aftermath.
Having seen the potential in Vietnam and the many destinations people have for their cash grants, I
think economic activity (and hence recovery) is best encouraged through cash and is therefore the
best step on the way to recovery and long-term self-sustaining livelihoods. The above thesis is a
result of the literature study and the fieldwork in Vietnam that I have done to support it. As
mentioned, cash as an aid option does not stand alone and requires all sorts of measures to make it
reach its goal as does any other form of aid. But – equally resulting from experience in Vietnam – in
the end I would have to admit that there is no overall convincing argument that either form of assettransfering aid (cash, vouchers or commodities) should even theoretically thrive over the other two.
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