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Editorial

dals and reports of chaos and incompetence in major relief
operations, public opinion regarding disaster victims’ rights
to food and to an absolute minimal level of well-being remain
clear. Humanitarian assistance is becoming more popular
among the public, relative to development co-operation.

Growing attention is being given to rights-based ap-
proaches to both humanitarianism and development. This is
leading to a solid bottom-line for concepts, such as the right
to food, which formerly rarely consisted of more than altruis-
tic rhetoric. Britta Ogle presents an overview of how human
rights to food are being dealt with in an increasingly con-
certed manner. In order to guarantee these new rights we
must, however, rethink how humanitarianism operates in the
changing world order, and how it relates to development.
Sida’s thoughts on “developmental humanitarian assistance”
set the tone for this changing debate. Rocha and Christoplos
present some surprising findings regarding the links between
relief and development from a recent study of disaster mitiga-
tion and preparedness in Nicaragua after Hurricane Mitch. A
problem in addressing the uncertainties of humanitarian aid
has been that the lively debate on the future of humanitarian-
ism has largely been an internal discourse within the humani-
tarian community. Development experts have tended to have
a condescending view of ‘relief’, seeing it as best as a neces-
sary evil, and at worst as an irritant to development planning.
This is starting to change. Former hopes have faded that
development might soon make the world a manageable place,
free from insecurity. Even those working with development
are starting to realise that they must adapt their work to tur-
bulence and uncertainty. This means that humanitarian and
development workers must both look beyond their short-
sighted zero-sum competition over shrinking aid budgets.
Common interests and modalities for collaboration can and
must be found if the relevance of those budget allocations is
to be justified for politicians, voters and tax payers.

We hope that this issue will stimulate some fresh thinking
across the relief - development divide. Development co-op-
eration is also experiencing an identity crisis. The seemingly
self-evident truths about growth, poverty and human progress
are also in question. Perhaps some reflection on the humani-
tarian imperative, and the battering it is experiencing in places
like Angola or Afghanistan, might stimulate some mutual re-
flection on aid in a changing world.

Ian Christoplos
Guest Editor

Humanitarian assistance used to be simple.
In the past there was general agreement regarding both the
problem that humanitarianism was supposed to address, and
the solution that it was to provide. People are starving. They
need food. A war is on. Provide protection. Humanitarianism
meant short-term fixes for short-term problems. It was just a
matter of keeping people alive until the disaster-event was
over and we could get back to doing development again. This
is no longer the case. The way back to the grand path of
development has proven increasingly hard to find. Seemingly
temporary technical problems are turning out to be highly
complex, drawn-out and Byzantinely political. The assump-
tion that relief workers need only provide inputs for a short,
defined and predictable time span before the development
people can take over again has been profoundly questioned.
Where does relief lead in a collapsed state? What is ‘normal
development’ in North Korea, and should we be supporting
it? How can a massive feeding programme differentiate be-
tween civilian supporters of an armed faction and the soldiers
themselves, especially when both are children? When, where
and why should a school or clinic be rebuilt after a natural
disaster when the government no longer pays the teachers
and nurses? Who should or could co-ordinate 200 NGO’s, of
all sizes, shapes and levels of competence, when the state is
weak and the UN is struggling just to co-ordinate itself? Who
is accountable to whom? Where do the voices of the benefi-
ciaries enter into these questions? There is no longer a con-
sensus on the very nature of humanitarian action. It is often
even being asked whether humanitarian action may cause
more suffering, in the long-term, than it alleviates in the short-
term. In the interest of broadening the Swedish discussion of
these changing points of reference for humanitarian action,
this issue of Currents reviews many of the basic debates and
uncertainties facing humanitarians today.

In the first article, Hugo Slim surveys the challenges in re-
thinking humanitarianism in a changing world. Despite the
fact that the fundamental traditional assumptions governing
humanitarian action are in question, passivity is no solution.
The Ombudsman Project presents a concrete initiative to deal
with these questions by establishing a humanitarian ombuds-
man, whose task it will be to increase accountability to the
beneficiaries of humanitarian assistance and improve prac-
tice. The humanitarian imperative, the belief that people in a
survival crisis must be helped by those with the resources to
provide that help, stands fast for most observers. The conse-
quences of ignoring disasters are too great, both in terms of
the human suffering involved and with regard to the impacts
on future social stability and economic development. Clay
and Benson describe the tremendous but often overlooked
impacts of disasters on economic development. Despite scan-
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In the terrible famine of 1984-85, hard-
pressed Ethiopian aid officials were
occasionally heard to remark that if

only the people could eat acronyms,
there would be no famine.

Ethiopia in 1985, like many other war-
torn countries before and since, endured
an invasion of international aid agen-
cies, the most numerous of which were
the non-governmental organisations
(NGOs). SCF, MSF, OXFAM, CARE, IRC,
AICF, MERLIN, NOVIB, CUSO are just
a few of the estimated 4,000 based in
developed countries which work as re-
lief and development agencies in the
poorer parts of the world. These organ-
isations and their acronyms remain an
integral and high-profile part of the in-
ternational response to poverty and di-
saster.

Boom time
The 1980s and early 1990s have been a
boom time for NGOs – particularly in re-
lief work. By 1990 there were 100 inter-
national NGOs operating in Mozam-
bique. In 1994, some 175 turned up in
Rwanda, with 100 working in the camps
in East Zaire. At one point in the war in

former Yugoslavia, more than 200 such
organisations had offices in Zagreb.

What has been called the ‘gold rush’
aspect of contemporary humanitarian-
ism has ridden on the back of a Western
policy which has prized NGOs as the
international and national organisations
of choice for responding to poverty, tran-
sition and the humanitarian dimensions
of political conflict.

They have become a significant, if
disparate, political force in international
humanitarianism and development alike
– an increasingly important aspect of
foreign affairs and a priority instrument
in the pursuit of foreign policy. But the
pre-eminence of NGOs is increasingly
controversial. It invites a mixture of
hagiography, demonising, empirical criti-
cism and conspiracy theory.

Much of the critique suggests that a
backlash against them has already be-
gun, not least from within progressive
NGOs, which realise that they must be
more independent, more representative
and more radical if they are to survive
with credibility into the next century.

The term NGO can be applied as eas-
ily to a locally run soup kitchen for the

hungry in Mogadishu as to a $200 mil-
lion a year multinational relief and de-
velopment organisation with interna-
tional headquarters in the United States.
So broad a term makes analysis of the
sector hazardous, but it is possible to
distinguish certain essential key fea-
tures in the make-up and modus oper-
andi of these agencies.

Moral entrepreneurs
All NGOs are self-mandating. Almost
anyone can start one and can write the
mission statement of their choice. Such
a mission might be as broad as ‘eradi-
cating world poverty’ or as relatively
precise as to ‘support disable children
gain access to schooling in country X’.
The plethora of different and often over-
lapping mandates contributes to the no-
torious problems of duplication and co-
ordination which so exasperates govern-
ments, UN leaders and NGOs them-
selves.

NGOs and their mandates are nor-
mally formed from a particular moral vi-
sion and an initial spirit of voluntarism.
They may operate like entrepreneurial
private companies in the freedom they
have to set up and to seek work and
funds, but they are primarily moral en-
trepreneurs and their overriding commit-
ment is to the moral economy. This makes
a difference in the way they see them-
selves and the way they demand to be
seen by others.

While increasingly professional in
their fund-raising and media manage-
ment, the great majority of NGO workers
are not primarily commercial animals.

To the rescue: Radicals or
Poodles?

by Hugo Slim

The crises of the latter part of the century, whether
within or between states, have drawn a response from a
growing army of non-governmental organisations.
Many are now comparable with international compa-
nies, spending as much as small countries. But just
which side are they on, and to whom are they respon-
sible and accountable?



5Currents No. 21 s December 1999

Most have some sense of calling and,
deep down, they set as much store by
representing their values as on  achiev-
ing tangible results. This moral aspect
to their entrepreneurship means that
even the most determinedly secular
organisations can have a quasi-religious
aspect to their work which makes them
peculiarly resilient to normal judgements
of success and failure.

The third sector
Often referred to as the ‘third sector’,
NGOs fall between private and govern-
ment sectors. In broad terms they are
divided between northern NGOs and
southern NGOs. There are 4,000 of the
former based in the donor countries and
operating internationally, and some
20,000 of the latter, indigenous to aid
recipient countries.

A further divide exists between those
with an overtly religious mission and
those which remain resolutely secular,
increasingly allying themselves to inter-
national human rights as the touchstone
of their values.

In 1995 some $6 billion was invested
in NGOs1. The great majority of this is
channelled through northern agencies,
which increasingly allocate it to south-
ern counterparts. Within these northern
organisations, a definite pre-
mier league has emerged, with
the largest becoming trans-
national organisations2.

By opening affiliate or-
ganisations in countries be-
yond their home base, the
large NGOs have been able
to tap into a wide range of
donor money beyond their
original national constitu-
ency. CARE has ten fund rais-
ing offices, the International
Save the Children Alliance
has twenty-four members
and Médecins Sans Fron-
tières has twenty.

Using the language of the
mafia, Antonio Donnini and
others identify eight major
transnational NGO ‘families’
which control about 50 per
cent of all funds3. In humani-
tarian aid, their control rises
to nearer 75 per cent of all
emergency funds.

Despite its confusing multitudes, the
effective structure of the global NGO
sector is thus most frequently described
as an oligopoly, and its proliferation of
players obscures the locus of real power.

The sector is distinguished by age
as well as wealth. New NGOs are formed
every day in north and south alike, while
older ones try to cope with growth and
adaptation. ‘First generation’ organisa-
tions born out of this century’s Euro-
pean wars, such as Save the Children
and CARE, inevitably expend a lot of
energy grappling with the maintenance
and restructuring of their large trans-
national bureaucracies. Meanwhile,
newer thrusting NGOs – such as MER-
LIN, Children’s Aid Direct, Médecins du
Monde and Emergency Medical Corps
– have risen to challenge traditional first-
generation territory.

The sector also diversifies. For ex-
ample, as the problems of war have come
more to the fore, NGOs have worked hard
to develop new skills in psycho-social
care, conflict resolution and peace-
building. New specialist agencies have
been created to respond to these de-
mands, and old ones have tried to inte-
grate such work into their normal port-
folio. Similarly, as cities creep up the
development agenda, NGOs are gradu-

ally re-orientating from rural to urban
priorities. Urban sieges, such as Sara-
jevo, Grozny and Kuito have reoriented
the former overwhelmingly rural focus
of humanitarian action.

Finally, like any sector, these organ-
isations are differentiated by quality.
Some are obviously better than others.
Small one-off impulse organisations are
a feature of most emergencies, particu-
larly if they are within driving distance,
like Bosnia. These organisations are of-
ten known as Come ‘N’ Gos. Govern-
ments and political parties often set up
and control NGO look-alike organ-
isations to pursue their own objectives.
Increasingly sinister in some parts of the
world, these organisations are known as
GONGOs (government-owned NGOs) or
PONGOs (party-owned NGOs).

All they are cracked up to be?
NGOs have been championed as the
only organisations with the ‘reach’, dar-
ing and innovation to touch and repre-
sent the grass-roots of poverty and di-
saster. Yet simultaneously, a steady
stream of data from hard-nosed research-
ers has shown that there is little real evi-
dence to suggest that they are having a
sustainable impact on poverty allevia-
tion and empowerment4. And if they do,

Waiting for food distribution. South Wollo, Ethiopia 1999. Photo: Ian Christoplos
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it is usually by the creation of little oa-
ses of development – the perennial prob-
lem of charity being merely a drop in the
ocean.

NGO operations in today’s war zones
are also criticised for playing into the
political economy of war by providing
resources and cover to the violent. Al-
though there is nothing new in this cri-
tique of aid in war – relief in war is a
notoriously difficult thing to get right –
there is evidence that the vast numbers
of agencies operating, combined with a
lack of political savvy in many organisa-
tions, has led to some poor quality pro-
grammes.

Conspiracies
An increasing number of commentators
place NGOs at the centre of international
conspiracy theories. Two are dominant
at present. Both implicate NGOs as in-
advertent political ingénues manipu-
lated by the realpolitik guiding the on-
ward global march of Western neo-lib-
eral capitalism and its deliberate polarisa-
tion of the world into haves and have-
nots.

The first theory, best expounded by
Mark Duffield5, claims that NGOs are
being cynically used by great-power
politicians as the providers of minimalist
international welfare to contain the in-
soluble problem of the poor and hungry
masses in ‘the south’ and prevent them
from fleeing towards the rich, contented
‘north’. This assumes that the West has
essentially abandoned its modernisation
project for all parts of the world by giv-
ing up the ideal of universal develop-
ment. With characteristic hardness of

heart, the great powers are accused of
consigning parts of the poor world to
the margins of the new world order. By
giving out food and medicines paid for
the Western governments and their ill-
informed but altruistic citizens, the
theory argues that NGOs are used – or
abused – as the main vehicles of this
policy of poverty containment.

Neo-colonialism
The second main conspiracy theory,
best expressed by someone like Yash
Tandon6, grounds the cynical motives
of Western realpolitik in colonialism
rather than containment. It argues that,
like their nineteenth century missionary
predecessors, NGOs are the advance
guard of the effective recolonisation of
Africa and other parts of the south.

As the most penetrating carriers of
the values and methods of Western neo-
liberalism – universal human rights, femi-
nism, market economics, civil society
and the minimal state – NGOs are seen
as crucial actors in a process which soft-
ens up a potentially confrontational
middle class in any given country, pre-
paring it for effective recolonisation
through global business empires and
‘good government’ Western-style.

Like many conspiracy theories, both
these views may serve a more useful
function as instructive dystopias rather
than simple statements of fact. While
some of their smoke may come from real
fires, the intention of Western policy and
its use of NGOs is probably more com-
plicated and less malevolent. As domi-
nant theories, however, they are increas-
ingly important as a backdrop to many

of the debates about aid organisations
today. Interestingly, and paradoxically,
they are believed and propounded by
many NGO workers, giving rise to some-
thing akin to paranoia in the sector.

Many regard the popularity of their
own organisations with grave suspicion,
anxious that they may be being manipu-
lated by Western realpolitik and that
their supposed beneficiaries, the world’s
poor, may prove to be the ultimate vic-
tims of their own success.

NGOs and civil society
While opinion may differ in verdicts on
the intentions and achievements behind
the growth in NGOs, most commenta-
tors would agree that their extraordinary
rise in the past fifteen years is due to an
uncanny convergence of interests be-
tween the politics of left and right. Ana-
lysts like David Sogge and Jenny Pearce
describe how NGOs have been ‘lionised’
by both right and left as integral to their
rather different interpretations of that
most mystical part of the body politic
known as civil society7.

For the right, the proliferation of
NGOs working in all sectors from health
to micro-enterprise represents a major
movement towards the creation of a
healthier and more democratic civil so-
ciety. The privatisation of public ser-
vices, the creation of a competitive mar-
ket in development initiatives and the
genesis of a liberal society of ideas, all
combine to reduce the role and power of
the central state.

For the left, the infusion of power into
rights-based NGOs and their broader-
based allies in community-based
organisations such as workers’ coop-
eratives and women’s groups, or
people’s organisations such as trade
unions, guarantees some organ-ised
protection against authoritarian govern-
ments. Ironically, this same civil society
also provides the left with a forum for
opposition against the market-led politi-
cal agenda of the right which, via struc-
tural adjustment, the weakening of state
services and unfair trading, is seen by
many as the main cause of increasing
poverty.

Burning issues
NGOs face several burning issues affect-
ing their roles in development pro-

Typhoon Linda, Viet Nam 1997. Photo: Ian Christoplos
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grammes against poverty and their hu-
manitarian work in war. Most of these
now stand as hardy perennials – diffi-
cult questions regarded almost fatalisti-
cally by NGOs as problems which go
with the territory. These must now be
addressed if the organisations are go-
ing to ride the wave of their favoured
status and the exponential growth which
has resulted, and still remain as relevant
and radical.

Accountability
The first concerns the questions of le-
gitimacy and accountability8. As organ-
isations, they are good at giving them-
selves mandates but not so good at be-
ing accountable to them. Obviously they
face multiple accountabilities: to those
they seek to help; to international hu-
manitarian and human rights instru-
ments; to their private and governmen-
tal donors; to their staff and to the law.

NGOs have been extremely slow to
develop democratic and inclusive ways
of including these various parties in their
organisations and accounting to them.
Most are not membership organisations;
instead, they tend to be governed by
self-selecting trustees and have much
less formal accountability than public
companies.

Most accountability is limited up-
wards to donors and based on account-
ing procedures and spot evaluations.
While this is technically legal, it hardly
gives the depth of popular legitimacy to
which many of their pronouncements
and their self-image pretend. They need
to find ways of becoming more repre-
sentative and accountable.

Regulation
As part of its drive for better account-
ability, the sector needs to take regula-
tion more seriously. It is doing so in its
relief work with a Red Cross-inspired
Code of Conduct gaining more than 100
NGO signatories. With “SPHERE” a set
of minimum standards and a ‘beneficia-
ries charter’ in humanitarian operations
has been prepared, and discussions are
underway regarding how to ensure that
these standards are upheld. This is self-
regulation, something NGOs have al-
ways been quick to criticise in others.
NGOs are starting to be braver and are
even considering submitting themselves

to the regulation of an international om-
budsman, in line with international hu-
manitarian law and human rights instru-
ments.

Partners or patrons?
The relationship between northern and
southern organisations remains prob-
lematic. In many cases, the notion of
partnership used to describe the situa-
tion disguises a colonial relationship
between patron and client. There is
surely no future for just and equal de-
velopment in such an anachronistic ar-
rangement.

Responsible agencies must continue
to move beyond such paternalistic ties
as a matter of urgency. If they do not,
donors may outflank them by directly
funding southern NGOs, cutting out the
northern middleman. This is already in-
creasing, and it would be most surpris-
ing if genuine partnership flourished any
better with northern governments.

Alongside proper partnership must
come indigenisation. Northern agencies
are often criticised for having ‘shallow
roots’ in recipient countries. Despite
their committed middle class national
staff and their connections with local
communities and elites alike, very few
have made the effort to indigenise. The
majority of transnational models are still
mainly northern-biased. If anybody is
ahead in this, it is the churches, which
can sometimes make the northern NGOs
look very old-fashioned. Indigenisation
and genuine internationalisation must be
tried.

A drop or an ocean?
The agencies must measure and extend
the impact of their work. Important steps
are already being taken by many to be-
come learning organisations. This needs
to continue if they are increasingly to
understand the results and implications
of what they do. In particular, organisa-
tions must continue to see if there really
is virtue in the relatively small size of
their programmes.

Some NGOs have applied much
thought to the problem of ‘scaling up’ –
seeing how their work at the micro level
can be used to inform and influence
policy and practice at the meso and
macro levels of development. This needs
to be explored further, even if the search
reveals that local successes are irrel-
evant to, and incompatible with, wide-
spread development. Knowing this
would at least allow organisations and
their project communities to decide if it
is worth being a drop in the ocean. Some
NGOs have clearly feared such conclu-
sions, and have therefore remained reso-
lutely opposed to critical self-reflection,
satisfied in the knowledge that they are
the good guys.

Being developmental in war
There is a crisis in emergency thinking
and practice about the split between re-
lief and development work. Known in
the jargon as ‘the problem of the relief
and development continuum’, it begs the
question of how best to work with
people in chronic long-term crisis. So-
called ‘complex emergencies’ –  the UN’s

Destruction at the front line. Kuito, Angola, 1996. Photo: Ian Christoplos



8 Currents No. 21 s December 1999

euphemism for political emergencies and
war – now last an average of  eight years,
but often for whole generations.

Must NGOs confine themselves to a
minimalist package of relief in war, or
can they simultaneously pursue their
broader development agenda of educa-
tion, economic development, women’s
rights, empowerment and social justice?
In other words, is it possible and politi-
cally desirable to be developmental in
war? This question may not be as con-
ceptual as it seems. Relief and develop-
ment have never been mutually exclu-
sive and the problem lies more in the
nature of today’s wars and their unen-
lightened leaders.

Many of the liberation movements
during the Cold War prioritised educa-
tion, health and economic development
as part of their war effort. In an impor-
tant sense, their wars were developmen-
tal. Most of today’s wars are more base,
and their leaders much less responsive
to the needs of their people. In such a
context, it is simply much more difficult
to be developmental in war, but it should
still be tried.

A tension between humanitarianism
and human rights persists throughout
agency operations in war and is a cause
of considerable anguish to staff. Should
these organisations also act as human
rights monitors and reporters as they
administer relief in the midst of the hor-
rors of war? To make public the vicious
abuses of ruthless political and military
forces may risk an agency’s programme
and endanger the lives of its staff.

With some exceptions, most NGOs
operate as pointers rather than whistle-
blowers in such cases. They try to draw
the attention of other authorities to
abuses without being identified. Such a
policy is both pragmatic and, if it works,
ethical. The problem is that it often does
not work.

Beyond the risk of whistle-blowing
is the fear of collaboration. Violent fac-
tions increasingly attempt to lure NGOs
into their own politico-military strat-
egies: ethnic cleansing in Bosnia and
regroupement in Burundi are two obvi-
ous examples. This means that agencies
are being forced more and more to make
programming decisions on primarily ethi-
cal rather than technical grounds. They
are having to face the fact that some-

This article was originally published
in  The World Today, August/Septem-
ber 1997. Republished by permis-
sion of The World Today.

Hugo Slim is Director of the Centre
for Development and Emergency
Practice (CENDEP) at Oxford
Brookes University and is an Inter-
national Advisor to the British Red
Cross.

times there are people whom they must
not try to reach because to do so would
involve not just dining with the devil
but feasting with him.

These are hard and by no means ob-
vious decisions to take. They have
rightly given rise to a revival of commit-
ted debates about the principles of hu-
manity, impartiality and neutrality, and
what to do in war.

Independence and alternatives
Perhaps the greatest issue affecting
NGOs in their development and humani-
tarian work concerns their independence
and the alternatives they offer to new
world order policies. Increasingly depen-
dent on government funding, it is be-
coming commonplace to question the
appropriateness of the ‘N’ in the NGO
acronym.

Are NGOs really nothing more than
the sub-contractors of Western govern-
ments’ humanitarian and development
policy, and thereby also of the realpolitik
behind it? The conspiracy theorists
would answer a resounding yes. Most
NGOs would still argue no. But they must
do more to really dispute the charge.
They must clearly identify those aspects
of Western policy and realpolitik with
which they agree and disagree. They
must risk their funding in doing so and
must clearly shape and set out alterna-
tive visions.

Not all NGOs are sophisticated
enough to do this and to be heard doing
it. The onus is therefore on the big ones
to lead, and they are of course the ones
with the most to lose. A large organisa-
tion carries with it heavy fixed running
costs, and overheads on donor financed
public service contracts have proven the
most reliable ways to cover these ex-
penses.

Despite the best efforts of NGO
hagiographers and lionisers, the most
important favour that foreign policy-
makers can do for these organisations
is to recognise them as fallible and to be
frank about their role in world affairs.

To repay this favour and the obliga-
tions they have to the world’s poor,
NGOs might do well to address some of
the perennial issues which dominate
their organisations.

They might thus be able to ensure
that their current favouritism does not

turn sour and that they remain truly rep-
resentative and radical well into the next
century. Without doing so, as any court
favourite will testify, it is all too easy to
travel the fast and well worn road from
favourite to scapegoat.
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An Ombudsman for
Humanitarian Assistance?

A Report on the Findings from a Feasibility Study

Introduction
Background and Overview
In recent years humanitarian agencies
have often debated how to improve their
practice and make it more accountable
to beneficiaries of assistance. Critical
efforts have been made to establish
codes and analytical frameworks by
which humanitarian action can be
judged and to provide a basis for agree-
ment on what constitutes good practice.
The first of these efforts saw the estab-
lishment in 1992 of the Code of Conduct
for the International Red Cross Move-
ment and International NGOs in Disas-
ter Relief. By the end of 1997, 149 agen-
cies had signed the code and 144 coun-
tries had pledged to promote it in their
own countries. The accountability

agenda gained further momentum in the
aftermath of chaotic relief operations in
the Great Lakes Region of Central Af-
rica, resulting in the development of
other complementary initiatives, includ-
ing the Sphere Project: Humanitarian
Charter and Minimum Standards in Di-
saster Response; the People-in-Aid
Code of Best Practice, and Active Learn-
ing Network for Accountability and Per-
formance (ALNAP).

In spite of the diversity of agencies
within the humanitarian system, these
initiatives have helped to develop a
common understanding of what is meant
by standards of good practice. While
there will be differences of opinion be-
tween agencies (indeed, this is probably
a positive thing) real progress has been

made towards developing a stronger
basis for discussion and understanding.
At the same time, it has proved more
difficult to reach agreement on how
these various codes and standards are
brought into operational decision-mak-
ing and, most importantly, who (if any-
body) should monitor and enforce them.
The Joint Evaluation of Emergency As-
sistance to Rwanda suggested that such
a task might be carried out by an om-
budsman’s office and recommended that
the international community should:

Identify a respected, independent
organisation or network of organisa-
tions to act on behalf of beneficiaries of
humanitarian assistance to perform the
functions described in option (ii)... [in-
cluding to undertake regular field-level

The ‘Ombudsman Project’ is a non-governmental inter-agency initiative to  estab-
lish a Humanitarian Ombudsman to act as an impartial and independent voice
for people affected by disaster and conflict. This paper provides a summary1 of the
original feasibility study that was conducted during 1997 and 1998, and  launched
at the World Disasters Forum in London on 10 June 1998. The purpose of the
study was to establish whether an ombudsman system could be adapted for use in
humanitarian emergencies. Its findings concluded that, in principle, it is possible
to develop an ombudsman system for use in the humanitarian environment. At the
same time, a number of critical issues still require thorough investigation, such as
beneficiary access, internationalisation, financing and remit. The final recom-
mendation was that a pilot project should take place to develop a clearer under-
standing of the methodological realities of an ombudsman and help to establish a
modus operandi for such an office.
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monitoring and evaluation of humani-
tarian assistance, and review the ad-
equacy of standards followed; serve
as an ombudsman to which any party
can express a concern related to provi-
sion of assistance.]

This concept was revisited at the
World Disasters Forum, held in London
on 17 June 1997. The theme was ‘Ac-
countability in Humanitarian Assis-
tance’ and one of the main conclusions
was that ‘there is a clear need for a body
that reports on agencies in the field.
However, at present there is very little
consensus about how such a body
would function’ (World Disasters Forum
1997). Furthermore, it was explicitly
recognised that while non-governmen-
tal organisations (NGOs) have to re-
spond to a wide range of interested bod-
ies to whom they are accountable in
some way, the current system is in no
way accountable directly to beneficia-
ries or ‘claimants’; - the very people it
purports to assist. The Forum’ s main
recommendation, therefore, was to in-
vestigate the feasibility of creating an
Ombudsman for Humanitarian Assis-
tance.2

Why an ombudsman? The main ra-
tionale was that an ombudsman may be
the most appropriate mechanism to help
bridge the accountability gap between
the agencies and the claimants. There
was a general consensus at the Forum
that the humanitarian community in the

United Kingdom (UK) needed to know
more about this idea.

The British Red Cross co-ordinated a
study on behalf of the NGO community
in the UK. The study was funded by the
British Red Cross, the UK Department
for International Development (DFID)
and Oxfam. Support was also provided
by the Swedish Red Cross. The work
was carried out by a Working Group over
a period of 8 months, with guidance by
a Steering Committee of humanitarian
agencies, research bodies and govern-
ment in the UK.3

Findings
What is an Ombudsman?
Origins and the Ombudsman Today
The historical origins of an ombudsman
can be traced to eighteenth- and early
nineteenth-century Sweden. The initial
purpose of the post was to ensure that
all public officials performed their du-
ties with justice, honesty and public re-
sponsibility, and to hold them account-
able for incorrectly applying laws, over-
stepping their authority or failing in their
obligations to citizens.

Since the 1950’s, the idea has gained
considerable momentum. Ombudsmen
now operate in over 40 countries on a
national, state, regional or municipal
level, both in the public and private sec-
tors. In the UK at least 27 ombudsman
offices are in operation and the trend
indicates that this number will grow. The

modern ombudsman has been adapted
to respond to the varying needs of each
sector and gives consumers of any type
of service, public or private, a voice in
the delivery of that service and a means
of redress.

Although most ombudsmen operate
within a national jurisdiction, there are
some who operate within a trans-
national arena; notably the Ombudsman
for the European Community and the
World Bank Inspection Panel.

It is important to note that two dis-
tinctive models of ombudsmen were
found: the proactive and reactive om-
budsman. The reactive ombudsman
waits for complaints and acts on issues
or concerns that have been brought for-
ward, while a proactive ombudsman
seeks out matters of concern, undertakes
inspections and initiates investigations
without prompting. While ombudsman
in the UK are characterised by the reac-
tive style, in Sweden, for example, the
Public Justice Ombudsman, keeps a
watchful eye on public administration
and takes action to ensure that stan-
dards are maintained.

Limitations of the Ombudsman
Concept
The most common criticism of the om-
budsman system is that the function is
not well understood. Few citizens are
aware of the different ombudsman
schemes, how to reach them, or how to
process a grievance. Inaccessibility is
the chief reason why ombudsman of-
fices tend to be under-utilised, especially
by the most disadvantaged. The om-
budsman office is also criticised for the
fact that its effectiveness can depend
upon the character or personality of the
ombudsmen themselves, rather than on
the system as a whole. They are a highly
personalised institution and success de-
mands an individual or team who are
perceived as independent and impartial,
have relevant qualifications and in-depth
knowledge of the sector, and can com-
mand respect and trust from all parties.

Participation and compliance with
ombudsman decisions can be reluctant,
as there are few incentives to participa-
tion by organisations in the scheme,
beyond simple good will or implied obli-
gations.4 Perhaps as a consequence of
this criticism, ombudsmen are rarely

Destroyed agricultural school, Angola 1996. Photo: Ian Christoplos
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given the necessary authority to act
forcefully in a given circumstance, nor
are they provided with sufficient re-
sources to undertake in-depth media-
tions or investigations.

Finally, since the ombudsman’s pow-
ers are usually exercised in recommen-
dation, there is a genuine concern that
the ombudsman may lack ‘teeth’. For
instance, the annual report (for many
ombudsman, the only document issued)
is often considered an inadequate instru-
ment for influencing administration pro-
cedures and practice, informing mass
media and educating the public.

Strengths of the Ombudsman
Model
While there are some weaknesses to the
ombudsman, the merits of the concept
are considerable. The primary advantage
of an ombudsman is the role of the of-
fice as a direct means of participation by
members of the public. In particular,
where there is no option simply to have
the service provided by an alternative
body - the humanitarian sector is case
in point - an ombudsman gives people
an active voice in a system that other-
wise would leave them powerless.

Overall, the model has proved an ef-
fective means of protecting the citizen’s
interest, or right, to fair administration
and good practice. The function helps
to redress the balance in accountability
and works well as a way of enhancing
relationships between two parties and
closing the gap between administrators
and the administered.

The ombudsman also plays a crucial
role in improving the transparency of
organisations by opening up operations
to the public gaze. The nature of an om-
budsman as an independent body fur-

ther strengths its accountability func-
tion, as internal mechanisms are not
open to full scrutiny. Of course, an om-
budsman can only work if its remit pro-
vides open access to its member organ-
isations.

The value of the system lies not only
in obtaining redress for individual citi-
zens, but also, for citizens at large, in
encouraging administrative reform and
improvement. Although it examines par-
ticular situations, in doing so it can of-
ten determine gaps or failures in the sys-
tem as a whole and recommend improve-
ments. Thus an effective and accessible
redress mechanism can satisfy the dual
function of rectifying a single problem
while creating the conditions for im-
proved practice in the future. By pub-
lishing information on its activities, an
ombudsman can extend these lessons
to a wider community.

In summary, ombudsmen have been
found to enhance relationships between
the administrator and the administered
and can serve to effectively increase
transparency, while facilitating reform of
the system. At the same time, the gen-
eral criticisms should not be overlooked
when seeking to apply the model to the
humanitarian sector.

What are the Challenges?
The challenges faced by a Humanitar-
ian Ombudsman can be categorised
broadly as institutional and method-
ological. Institutional challenges are
those that impact on the organisational
framework and design of the Humani-
tarian Ombudsman’s Office, while meth-
odological challenges are concerned
with exactly how an ombudsman en-
gages with the various actors in humani-
tarian assistance.

Institutional Arrangements
i. Membership and Internationalisa-
tion
The ‘Ombudsman Project’ has been led
primarily by UK-based agencies, how-
ever, it is recognised that the Ombuds-
man can only work as an international
body, including membership from non-
UK NGOs. However, to set up an om-
budsman within the context of an inter-
national system would require tremen-
dous commitment, time and negotiation
with a much larger set of actors beyond
the UK. A Humanitarian Ombudsman
would require legitimacy amongst the
international humanitarian system,
which includes host governments, local
organisations and the UN. While a pilot
phase need not exclude international
NGOs, jurisdictional implications would
require further investigation beyond the
scope of this report.

ii. Finding a niche vis-à-vis host
governments and existing regulatory
and legal frameworks
Recent complex emergencies have
shown that there are many issues where
a ‘gap filling’ structure, such as an om-
budsman, can provide an important ser-
vice where States are too weak, or (ow-
ing to internal conflict or disinterest) lack
structures in a given area for exercising
jurisdiction. An ombudsman may be able
to play an important role within this con-
text if the complaint(s) was within a
clearly defined remit.

Out of respect for the sovereignty of
the host government, and in order not
to take on tasks for which other agen-
cies were better suited, an ombudsman
may need to ‘pass’ in many cases. Nev-
ertheless, an ombudsman would need
to act cautiously and with tact in defin-

Table 1. Strengths and Weaknesses of the Ombudsman Model

strengths weaknesses
1 accountable to beneficiaries 1 last port of call/reactive
2 accessible and open 2 effectiveness often depends on the individual
3 neutral, independent body 3 remit too narrowly defined
4 reporting best practice lessons brought forward 4 timescale/delay
5 can highlight problems objectively 5 power of recommendation
6 encourages administrative reform 6 lack of accessibilty
7 improves transparency of organisations 7 under resourced
8 method of holding espoused standards to account 8 nobody likes to be investigated
9 can identify good practise as well as bad
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ing operational boundaries in the grey
areas between formal regulatory struc-
tures and the unmet needs of humani-
tarian accountability.

iii. Legitimacy and authority: who is
the Ombudsman and who is the office
accountable to?
The legitimacy of the office of the Om-
budsman, as an institution safeguard-
ing accountability, is ultimately depen-
dent on two key issues: who the person
is, and to whom the Ombudsman is in
turn responsible. At this stage it is not
clear whether there is one person who
would command universal authority and
legitimacy to elicit the necessary level
of co-operation. A governance structure
has been suggested but it would take
time for this structure to wield a legiti-
mate authority which has a universal
basis.

iv. Financing
The sustainability of an ombudsman’s
office would require an ongoing guar-
antee of funds from within the sector.
Private schemes surveyed in the study
were funded predominantly by the sec-
tors themselves with occasional grants
provided by sources outside the
scheme. Funding the Ombudsman
scheme solely from institutional donors
would have to be weighted against the
perception that accepting those funds
might compromise the independence of
the Ombudsman.

Methodological Challenges
i. Difficulties and dangers in the
beneficiary focus
It is not yet known whether beneficia-
ries will have the freedom and knowl-
edge to be able to register their views
on the management of the disaster which
is affecting them. There is a great deal of
evidence to suggest that powerful stake-
holders can ‘represent’ the beneficiaries
in such a way as to further their own,
not necessarily legitimate or humanitar-
ian, aims. There is no simple rule or
method for dealing with this danger. Dip-
lomatic skills, awareness and under-
standing of the political economy of aid
and conflict, and a flexible operating
style will be essential qualities enabling
an ombudsman to overcome these chal-
lenges.

Children playing in the ruins. Kuito, Angola. Photo: Ian Christoplos

Table 2. What is an Ombudsman?

what? An ombudsman is an independent office or individual that
responds to complaints regarding the service they are receiving. The
ombudsman may also initiate investigations without receiving a
complaint, if they foresee a problem.
how does it work? Upon receiving a complaint or investigating a
situation, the office or person attempts to determine whether or not
the actions in the circumstances were valid. If the ombudsman
determines that malpractice has in fact occurred, it seeks to negotiate
with both the providers and the recipients of a service, and come to an
appropriate means of redress that might satisfy both parties.
what manner? Ombudsmen tend not to be ‘policing’ bodies but rather
are considered to be mediators or negotiators.
how do they ensure compliance? Recommendations are made to alter
the practice of the organisation providing the service, and as such, it
has the ability to improve service delivery over the longer term.



13Currents No. 21 s December 1999

ii. Agreed codes and standards of
practice.
A Humanitarian Ombudsman will need
a clear basis from which to make judge-
ments about humanitarian action. Only
the Red Cross/Red Crescent NGO Code
of Conduct and Sphere Minimum Stan-
dards aim to provide universal codes of
best practice and standards for humani-
tarian assistance, but both of these are
largely untested, at present. However,
an ombudsman may be able to
strengthen the applicability of both the
Code and Standards, by testing them in
the field.

In summary, the challenges demon-
strate that there are a number of critical
areas that need thorough testing: a Hu-
manitarian Ombudsman needs to estab-
lish universal legitimate authority; it
needs to establish exactly how codes
and standards could be applied in dif-
ferent contexts; it would need to develop
effective ways of acting within the com-
plex web of international stakeholders;
and perhaps most importantly, it needs
to truly understand the realities of inter-
acting with claimants at the field level.

How would a Humanitarian Om-
budsman Operate?
The Working Vision & Role of the
Ombudsman
The strengths of ombudsmen lie prima-
rily in their ability to provide people with
a voice in the delivery and receipt of a
service. The primary aims of a Humani-
tarian Ombudsman would be to provide
beneficiaries with a voice, while at the
same time advising and facilitating
agency efforts to find ways to improve
practice. Thus:

s The vision is for a Humanitarian
Ombudsman to act as an impartial and
independent voice for those people af-
fected by disaster and conflict.

s The role of the Ombudsman would
be to provide a mechanism by which the
concerns of people affected by disaster
and conflict can be raised and addressed
within the humanitarian community.

The Triggers: What would enable the
Ombudsman to intervene?
As discussed earlier, beneficiaries of
humanitarian assistance would inevita-
bly encounter difficulty in lodging a com-
plaint directly or having ready access to

the Ombudsman’s office. Consequently,
it seems wise to create several triggers
that would activate the involvement of
the Ombudsman. A potential set of trig-
gers are as follows:

i. Complaints from people eligible to
receive humanitarian assistance or a
person they have requested to lodge a
complaint with the Ombudsman on
their behalf.
The Ombudsman would endeavour to
find channels through which to inform
beneficiaries of the possibility of lodg-
ing complaints or concerns. In order to
do this, participating agencies would be
encouraged to provide information on
the Ombudsman and its role, and to en-
sure that people are made aware of the
mechanisms by which one can complain.

ii. A request from one or more member
agencies operational in the field.
Many requests for intervention by the
Ombudsman would inevitably come
from within the humanitarian community.
The Ombudsman would establish and
publicise channels through which agen-
cies and individual field staff could raise
issues of concern.

iii. A proactive decision by an ombuds-
man that the monitoring of a particu-
lar response was wise given the circum-
stances of the crisis.
One of the tasks of the office would be
to monitor existing information regard-
ing current humanitarian emergencies so
as to anticipate how agencies were ad-
hering to the principles and standards
of good practice. A proactive ombuds-
man would have the freedom to initiate
involvement of the office at his or her
own volition.

Values and Approaches
An ombudsman is traditionally an ana-
lyst who judges whether or not actors
are complying with a relatively clear set
of legal principles. Humanitarian emer-
gencies, however, do not lend them-
selves to clear, explicit rules and set-
piece enforcement procedures. There-
fore, the Ombudsman would act essen-
tially as a policy analyst providing coun-
sel to different actors engaged in con-
sidering the implications of their actions
both in the light of their own organ-

isational values, strengths and weak-
nesses, and also from the perspective
of the beneficiaries whom they serve.
Most importantly, the Ombudsman
would actively use the approaches
found in participatory methods and en-
gage in considerable levels of dialogue
both in groups and on an individual ba-
sis, and attempt to facilitate resolutions
with the actors involved. Values that an
ombudsman should strive toward in-
clude:

Transparency. A core assumption
behind the work of the Ombudsman is
that improved NGO accountability can
be achieved best through increased
transparency and flow of information.
The work of the Ombudsman must there-
fore be conducted with maximal trans-
parency through open discussion of
complaints, problems and potential so-
lutions among all stakeholders.

Impartiality. The perceived impartial-
ity of the Ombudsman is central to the
legitimacy of the office. Although the
Ombudsman acts on behalf of people
receiving humanitarian assistance, agen-
cies and beneficiaries alike must be con-
vinced that the Ombudsman would act
impartially. Since the Ombudsman would
represent the interests of beneficiaries,
effectively the office would act to ‘level
the playing field’ in the currently uneven
power relationship between agency and
receiving community.

Independence. In order to act in an
impartial manner, the Ombudsman would
need to act independently of pressure
from stakeholders with vested interests
not directly related to the question at
hand. The independence of the Om-
budsman would be strengthened by its
governance structure and would depend
heavily upon the skill and tact of the
Ombudsman.

Remedies: Incentives Before
Sanctions
The consultations clearly established
that agencies prefer an ombudsman to
provide advice and incentives advanc-
ing compliance with the principles of the
agreed codes and standards, as opposed
to policing non-compliance.

In most of the schemes surveyed, it
is apparent that the Ombudsman also
endeavours to resolve complaints and
concerns through dialogue. At the same



14 Currents No. 21 s December 1999

time, intended outcomes must balance
the need of the Ombudsman to have
‘teeth’. Some of the potential remedies
available to the Ombudsman are sum-
marised below.

i. Recommendation for improving prac-
tice and procedures
This could apply at the level of the indi-
vidual member agency or sector wide. It
might also meet a unique challenge in a
specific context (e.g. water and sanita-
tion standards in refugee camps). Simi-
larly, through bringing to light the prob-
lems associated with adherence to prin-
ciples and standards, the Ombudsman
could assist agencies to consider the
adoption of specific procedures within
the organisation designed to promote
adherence.

ii. Response to beneficiaries
In the interest of increasing the trans-
parency of the humanitarian system and
improving accountability to beneficia-
ries, the Ombudsman might request that
an agency provide an explanation to the
complainant. Similarly, the Ombudsman
might recommend that a given agency
apologise to particular recipients of hu-
manitarian assistance.

iii. Corrective Action
Where appropriate, the Ombudsman
could ask an agency to take corrective
action, not only internally, but by recti-
fying the damage or harm to beneficia-
ries resulting from its action.

 iv. Publish a summary of findings
The Ombudsman might decide that the
circumstances warrant the publication
of the Ombudsman’s findings on a spe-
cific complaint, in addition to the normal
procedure of publishing a general an-
nual report. This step, in some quarters
referred to as ‘name and shame’, would
be reserved as a remedy of last resort.

v. Dismissal
Also as a last resort, the Ombudsman
might reserve the right to dismiss any
agency from participation in the scheme
for persistent non-adherence to the
Codes and Standards.

Governance
The question of to whom an ombuds-
man is accountable to is a fundamental
concern. A temporary system of trans-

Adapted from the Ombudsman
Project, Oneworld website
http://www.oneworld.org/ombuds-
man.

parent operational procedures and
Memoranda of Understanding would be
used to define the role vis-à-vis partici-
pating agencies and host governments.
It is assumed that the Ombudsman
would eventually establish a more for-
mal governance structure with trustees
drawn from key institutions.

In response to the question, ‘can an
ombudsman be adapted for use in the
humanitarian sector?’ this study has
sought to put forward a general method
and organisational design that could be
utilised during a trial period. The ele-
ments have been designed to respond
to the challenges raised by people con-
sulted, outlined earlier in the report. The
model is by no means concrete and how
a Humanitarian Ombudsman might work
in practice remains to be seen. A critical
issue, therefore, will be to determine how
best to take the research process for-
ward and whether or not to test this
model out in the field.

Conclusions & Recommendation
The challenge of addressing the ac-
countability needs of the humanitarian
sector is of immense concern to those
wishing to improve the delivery and re-
ceipt of humanitarian assistance. Em-
barking on the development of any new
body risks being seen as creating yet
another organisation to further compli-
cate and distract from the task of deliv-
ering assistance to those most in need.
At the same time, the desire to empower
the beneficiaries of humanitarian assis-
tance to actively participate and hold
agencies to account is seen as a primary
aim by NGOs across the sector. This is
the reason why an ombudsman was fore-
seen by participants in the 1997 World
Disasters Forum as a possible way for-
ward for the accountability agenda. Sub-
sequent research into creating an om-
budsman has found that, while the chal-
lenges remain considerable there is evi-
dence that such a body can be made to
work within the unique context of hu-
manitarian assistance.

It is therefore recommended that the
Ombudsman be thoroughly tested in a
pilot phase. This would help to estab-
lish the legitimacy of an ombudsman
among the key actors in the international
humanitarian system, such as host gov-
ernments, local organisations and the

UN. A pilot project would further help
to develop a clearer understanding of
the methodological realities outlined in
the report and help to establish a realis-
tic modus operandi for a Humanitarian
Ombudsman.

Notes
(1)extracted from the full report: ‘An Om-
budsman for Humanitarian Assistance? A Re-
port on the Findings from a Feasibility Study,
Ombudsman Project Working Group. Pre-
sented to World Disasters Forum, London. June
1998.

(2)The term ‘ombudsman’ does not denote
any specific gender. The term ‘beneficiary’ is
used in this paper to represent all potential
claimants of humanitarian assistance.

(3)The Steering committee included represen-
tation from Action Aid, the British Red Cross,
CAFOD, CARE-UK, DFID, Merlin, Overseas
Development Institute (ODI), Oxfam GB,
RedR, Save the Children (UK), and World Vi-
sion UK.

(4)In spite of this general criticism, 99 per
cent of decisions by ombudsmen within the
UK are complied with (Interview with Con-
sumers Association).

For further information, contact:
The Ombudsman Project, c/o Brit-
ish Red Cross Society, 9 Grosvenor
Crescent, London SW1X 7EJ
Tel: 44 (0) 171 201 5169
Fax: 44 (0) 171 235 0397
Website: see below.
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Dramatic as those figures are, the
full economic cost of disasters
is probably even higher. Esti-

mated figures are largely based on di-
rect physical impacts, or losses of fixed
capital and inventory. Many indirect and
secondary, or flow, effects on economic
activity—such as changes in fiscal poli-
cies or the long-term consequences of
the reallocation of investment re-
sources—go unrecorded. This partly re-
flects difficulties in isolating the impact
of natural disasters from other factors
on economic performance. Those as-
sessing the costs of a disaster are also
typically concerned most with meeting
the short-term humanitarian needs of
affected communities and funding recon-
struction, and thus concentrate on
physical damage.

The emphasis on direct, physical
losses has also engendered a wide-
spread perception that the absolute cost
of disasters increases, and their relative
cost as a percentage of gross domestic
product (GDP) declines, as a country de-
velops and, thus, as the value of capital
assets rises. However, recent analysis
of the relationship between the struc-
ture and stage of development of an
economy and its hazard vulnerability
suggests a far more complex picture.
Disasters pose particular problems for
low- and middle-income countries. How-
ever, it is clear that there is considerable
scope, both at a macro and household
levels, to influence the extent and na-
ture of hazard vulnerability.

The Full Economic Impact of
Natural Disasters

by Charlotte Benson and Edward J. Clay

Estimates of yearly losses from natural disasters over
the first eight years of this decade averaged US$75.9
billion (in real 1998 prices). Moreover, there is clear
evidence that the costs of disasters are increasing. Real
annual economic losses averaged $4.9 billion in the
1960s, $9.5 billion in the 1970s and $15.1 billion in
the 1980s. Record losses of $191 billion were experi-
enced in 1995, the year of the Kobe earthquake. The
second-highest-ever losses occurred in 1998, with a
series of disasters around the world causing estimated
economic damage of $90 billion.

House destroyed in landslide after Hurricane Mitch.  Photo: Ian Christoplos
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Determinants of economic vulner-
ability
The scale and nature of the economic
impacts of a disaster depend on a range
of factors, including:
s The type of hazard
s Its geographical scale of impact
s The size and structure of an economy
s Prevailing economic conditions.

Most obviously, different types of
hazard cause varying levels of physical
damage to infrastructure and agriculture,
with implications for their indirect and
secondary impacts. For example,
droughts can result in heavy crop and
livestock losses, while infrastructure
and productive capacity are typically
largely unaffected. Earthquakes have
little impact on standing crops, exclud-
ing localized losses occurring as a con-
sequence of landslides, but can cause
widespread destruction of infrastructure
and other productive capacity. Floods
can also cause extensive physical dam-
age to both infrastructure and agricul-
ture, depending on their timing relative
to the agricultural cycle. However, as
compared to earthquakes, a much larger
share of the damage may be readily re-
pairable.

The relative frequency of various
hazards in particular regions of the world
also plays an important role. It can de-
termine the scale and nature of disaster
mitigation and preparedness measures,
and thus subsequent financial and eco-
nomic losses. Even strictly scientific,
objective information on the probability
of occurrence of particular hazards at
varying levels of severity over specified
periods may be largely lacking. More-
over, where information does exist, it
may not be widely disseminated. Percep-
tions of risk therefore play an important
role in determining behavior. Those per-
ceptions are strongly influenced by the
intervals between events, since experi-
ence with the disaster will thus vary
within communities at risk and among
policy-makers and the donor community.
For example, the Caribbean island of
Montserrat was severely damaged by
Hurricane Hugo in 1989, with an esti-
mated 98 percent of the island’s hous-
ing stock, as well as the main jetty, be-
ing damaged or destroyed. Total dam-
age was some $240 million. Hurricane-
proofing features were introduced into
the design of houses and other build-
ings during reconstruction. However,
little regard was paid to maps showing

risk from volcano damage at
the sites of public buildings.
There had not been a major
eruption for over four centu-
ries. The subsequent erup-
tion, which began in 1995,
has since devastated the
island’s capital, located only
four kilometers from the vol-
cano. Much of the infrastruc-
ture repaired or replaced af-
ter Hugo was destroyed.

The proportion of a coun-
try and region affected by a
disaster also has obvious im-
plications. At one extreme,
natural disasters can have
severe economic impacts in
the case of small island
economies. In the microstate
of Niue in the South Pacific
the cost of repairing damage
to government-owned build-
ings as a consequence of
Cyclone Ofa, which struck
the island in 1990, was esti-
mated at $4 million, equiva-

lent to a massive 40 percent of GDP. Ex-
cept in the case of widespread drought,
recent natural disasters have not had
measurable impacts on national eco-
nomic aggregates—such as levels of
GDP, the balance of payments or the rate
of investment—in geographically larger
countries. Instead, their effects are per-
haps best conceived of in terms of de-
velopment opportunities foregone at a
national level, even though they can
cause serious local economic distur-
bances. In the Philippines, for example,
modest achievements in improving the
country’s transportation systems, and
the increased difficulties in meeting the
social infrastructure needs of a growing
population can be attributed to the fact
that a large proportion of public re-
sources that were earmarked for those
programs has been re-directed to disas-
ter response. Relative hazard risks can
also influence choices of investments,
whether within or, in the case of multi-
national corporations, among countries.
In Viet Nam, for example, this is contrib-
uting to widening regional disparities.
Some of the more hazard-prone regions
have received disproportionately small
shares of both private and public invest-
ment, as well as external assistance.

Mined bridge destroyed by Hurricane Mitch, Nicaragua 1999. Photo: Ian Christoplos
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As regards economic structure, fac-
tors such as the choice of crops grown
and the composition of the manufactur-
ing and service sectors play an impor-
tant role in determining the extent of
hazard vulnerability. For example, many
traditional root crops and coarse grains
are more drought-tolerant than newer
crop varieties. Hybrid coconut trees can
be more vulnerable to typhoons than
more traditional varieties, which typi-
cally have longer rooting systems. In-
deed, the development process itself
can exacerbate hazard vulnerability. For
example, in the case of drought, as an
economy begins to develop, the effects
of drought are diffused more widely
through the economy, rather than focus-
ing specifically on the agricultural sec-
tor. This reflects greater overall integra-
tion and stronger intersectoral linkages
between the agricultural and burgeon-
ing manufacturing sectors, which in ear-
lier stages of development are often ori-
entated around agro-processing and the
production of agricultural supplies. In-
creasingly, economy-wide financial sys-
tems for flow of funds, including small-
scale private savings and transfers, also
play a role in diffusing the impact of
drought more widely, including into ur-
ban areas. Recovery from drought may
then be more delayed, as the manufac-
turing sector continues to face input
shortages and there is a lagged pick-up
in consumer demand. Public finance im-
plications may also be more severe, as
the government is likely to meet a larger
share of the costs of the relief efforts
itself rather than relying heavily on in-
ternational assistance.

Finally, a myriad of factors, both co-
incidental and deliberate, act to offset
or amplify the economic impacts of di-
sasters, whether explicitly or implicitly.
In terms of the balance of payments, for
example, a number of developing coun-
tries rely on a handful of commodities
for a significant part of their export earn-
ings. Contemporaneous fluctuations in
the prices of such commodities, as well
as in major imports such as oil, can exac-
erbate or minimize the impacts of natural
disasters, usually by chance timing. For
example, in 1984 high coffee and tea
prices helped Kenya sustain its export
earnings at a time of severe drought. In
some cases, world market dominance also

plays a role. For example, the Philippines
has effectively benefited as a major co-
conut product exporter, with temporary
disaster-related declines in production
offset by higher international prices.
Commodity reserves have also been
successfully used to maintain export
earnings and prevent loss of export mar-
kets in the aftermath of natural disas-
ters, as illustrated by Fiji’s use of its
sugar reserves. On occasion, disaster-
related reinsurance inflows have further
boosted a country’s balance of pay-
ments.

Countries already experiencing other
adverse economic shocks of one form
or another are also typically more vul-
nerable to natural hazards. For example,
Ghana faced almost continual economic
decline from the early 1960s to early
1980s, with per capita incomes a third
lower in 1980 than in 1970. A subsequent
drought was one of several factors forc-
ing the economy to a crisis point and
finally resulting in the adoption of a suc-
cession of structural adjustment pro-
grams. Meanwhile, in both Ethiopia and
Mozambique, the effects of droughts in
the late 1980s and early 1990s were am-
plified by on-going internal conflicts.

There are thus a number of factors
that determine a country’s vulnerability
to hazards. Although the scale of direct,
physical damage typically increases
along the spectrum from least to most
developed countries, this does not im-
ply that developed countries are most
vulnerable. Instead, a high vulnerability
to hazards may itself be an obstacle to
development.

Government and aid policies
On the positive side, high levels of vul-
nerability to hazards are not inevitable.
There is considerable scope for reduc-
ing risk through the application of ap-
propriately designed disaster mitigation,
preparedness, relief and rehabilitation
efforts. Such measures should not be
viewed as discrete activities, undertaken
by specialist government agencies, but
rather as incorporated into development
projects, as well as economic activities
and government planning exercises
more generally.

Current practices in many areas of
economic activity could be adapted to
reduce vulnerability. For example, exten-

sion workers could do much to promote
techniques that reduce hazard-related
agricultural losses, such as encourag-
ing inter-cropping of taller and shorter
field crops to provide some protection
to the latter during typhoons. Similarly,
building codes could promote the incor-
poration of hazard-proofing features in
earthquake- and hurricane-prone areas.

Broader government and donor
policy and planning documents could
also take greater account of natural di-
sasters. Rather than ignoring hazards,
as is currently largely the case, they
should recognize the potential threats
that hazards pose to sustainable, equi-
table development, and they should at-
tempt to reduce overall economic haz-
ard vulnerability. Indeed, even govern-
ments with relatively limited financial
resources can do much to reduce vul-
nerability, and the degree of commitment
by the public sector and donors to such
issues should not be measured in finan-
cial terms alone.

In addressing both hazard vulnerabil-
ity and post-disaster response, more at-
tention needs to be paid to economic
activities, rather than focusing primarily
on economic assets. This shift in focus
would contribute to improved contin-
gency planning and a more effective and
considered response.

Charlotte Benson and Edward J.
Clay are independent consultants
who work frequently wtih the Over-
seas Development Institute in Lon-
don.
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Renewed calls for increased
attention to food as a human right
A number of events in the last ten years
can be seen as milestones in the increas-
ing international demand and renewed
commitment to adequate food as a hu-
man right (Box 1). Three of these have
become especially strong forces in the
development of the human rights move-
ment. First, good nutrition was explic-
itly stated as a right in several articles in
the Convention of the Rights of the Child
(1989, Article 24.2; 27.3). This has been
a driving force for UNICEF in taking a
strong lead in the change towards a

Charity or a right?
An update on recent work towards a
rights-based approach to food and

nutrition security

by Britta Ogle

Freedom from hunger is a human right. It is now more
than 50 years since the Universal Declaration of Hu-
man Rights, including Article 25 that specifies food as a
human right, was adopted by the United Nations. It is
more than 30 years since state parties to the Interna-
tional Covenant of Economic, Social, and Cultural
Rights in 1966 placed further emphasis on the impor-
tance of freedom from hunger as a fundamental human
right. Still, some 790 million people continue to be
chronically malnourished, and even greater numbers
of people suffer from micronutrient deficiencies such as
iodine deficiency or iron
deficiency. Repeatedly we
hear statements that no
other human right has
been so persistently and
repeatedly violated at such
scale as the human right
to freedom from hunger.
Many are asking why and
how a rights-based ap-
proach to food and nutri-
tion security should make
a difference now.

1989 Convention on the Rights of the Child
1990 World Declaration on Nutrition
1991 UN ACC/SCN establishes a Working Group on Nutrition, Ethics

and Human Rights (based on work from 1989 of a smaller group
working on nutrition and ethics)

1992 World Food Summit Plan of Action
1993 UN Secretary General Reform Programme emphasises Human

Rights
1994 ACC/SCN organises a Symposium on ”The substance and politics

of a symposium on “Human Rights approach to food and nutrition
policies and programmes” hosted by the Office of the High Com-
missioner of Human Rights (April)

1999 Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Right adopts the
General Comment 12 on the Right to Food (June)

Box 1.  Recent Milestones for Food as a Human Right

(adapted from ACC/SCN News, Nr 18 July 1999)
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rights-based approach in their policies
and programmes. Second, the1996
World Food Summit strongly reaffirmed
the right to food and adequate nutrition
as a human right (Plan of Action, Com-
mitment 7.4), and requested the UN High
Commissioner for Human Rights in col-
laboration with relevant bodies specifi-
cally “to better define the rights related
to foods in Article 11 of the Covenant
and to propose ways to implement and
realise these rights.” A commitment was
signed to implement, monitor and fol-
low-up the Plan of Action in co-opera-
tion with the international community.

In May 1999, the Committee of Eco-
nomic, Social and Cultural rights adopted
Comment 12 on the right to adequate
food, a specification in 41 points, of the
meaning of and obligations for involved
parties of the human right to adequate
food. There are thus in place much
stronger and clearer international instru-
ments to implement the right than ever
before. What is the impact?

Can a rights-based approach
provide added value to public
nutrition?
In the international community involved
in public nutrition, many are hoping that
a rights-based approach will re-vitalise
and re-focus development policy and
actions. Nutrition has long been domi-

nated by the basic needs approach and
while considerable improvements can be
identified in many areas, the process has
been slow and we are still far from the
goals sets by several of these recent in-
ternational meetings. With increased life
spans and rapid urbanisation, new nu-
trition problems are also emerging. Rapid
globalisation places new pressures on
weak and marginal groups. There is a
compelling need for re-thinking public
nutrition.

The World Alliance for Nutrition and
Human Rights (WANHR) views human
rights as relationships between claim
holders and duty bearers (WANHR
1998). Wherever an individual has a
valid claim, someone will have the duty
to respect, protect, facilitate or fulfil
these rights.  Duty bearers can be iden-
tified at many levels from the household,
community, civil society, state or inter-
national levels. Duties have often been
conceptualised in different ways.

s charity vs. entitlement
s beneficiary vs. claim holder
s claim holder vs. duty-bearer
s right vs. obligation
s neglect vs. accountability
s entitlement vs. commitment
Understanding and applying the hu-

man rights-based approaches will re-
quire considerable change in thinking
and attitudes of all actors involved in

development work. In a human rights ap-
proach, provision of food and adequate
nutrition cannot be viewed as an act of
charity but constitutes a  rightful claim.
Claims imply that someone has corre-
sponding obligations and that actions
can be taken to respect, protect, facili-
tate or fulfil the entitlements. In the food
and nutrition context examples of “re-
spect” may be to make it possible for
people to gain access, in a sustainable
manner, to sufficient and culturally ac-
ceptable food through their own efforts
and with dignity. Respect may mean not
hindering access to land or other re-
sources needed for produce food. The
persistent work by many organisations
to protect breastfeeding rights of women
provide excellent examples on what hu-
man rights actions vis-à-vis “protection”
of rights can involve. Examples of “fa-
cilitating” may be observed in access-
ing services or information on rights or
of services to all groups. Only at the ul-
timate level of obligations, when other
actions fail, comes the level to “pro-
vide”, yet this is often the one level that
comes to mind when discussing human
rights.

Using a human rights approach will
require considerable training efforts and
competence building at many levels. It
opens opportunities not only for insti-
tutions and organisations, including

many civil society groups,
to learn and the rethink
their roles but also to
strengthen the participa-
tion of claim holders them-
selves in the development.
A starting point for many
institutions and organ-
isations will be to apply
these new concepts by re-
viewing ongoing pro-
grammes and activities
from such a perspective
and to complement existing
causal analyses with a role/
responsibility analysis of
obstacles to the realisa-
tion of rights at various lev-
els. It is perhaps in this op-
portunity to rethink and re-
direct public nutrition ac-
tions where the greatest
strength in a human rights
approach lies.

Vegetable garden, Kuito, Angola 1996. Photo: Ian Christoplos
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Rights imply accountability. The
change to a rights approach places more
emphasis on accountability for actions
and performance and thus gives oppor-
tunities to involve new partners, new in-
stitutions and organisations in food and
nutrition related work. Examples include
a wide range of groups from legal of-
fices to consumer groups. It also opens
the door to publicity regarding viola-
tions, an efficient and long used tool in
the context of other forms of human
rights than food and nutrition. Advo-
cacy becomes integrated in analyses of
what were formerly often viewed as tech-
nical issues.

A check list to help focusing
performance
WANHR has suggested a check list of
questions to help focus an analysis of
programmes on human rights systems
and performance by countries. It can
also be a useful starting point for re-
search on human rights approaches. It
is available in a web based tutorial pro-
vided at www2.hawaii.edu/~kent/tut/.

The approach includes basic ques-
tions such as:

s What international human rights
agreements relating to food and nu-
trition has the country ratified ?
s What articulated policy docu-
ments does a country have vis-à-vis hu-
man rights to food and nutrition?
s Are there any clear commitments with
regard to food and nutrition (at different
levels, e.g., to respect/ protect/ facilitate
or fulfil)
s What agencies in the country have
specific responsibilities to carry out the
articulated obligations?
s What mechanisms are in place to as-
sure that government carries out its ob-
ligations?
s What roles could or should non-gov-
ernmental organisations or civil society
institutions play in monitoring what
goes on in the country?

Making rights a reality
Many UN organisations are now work-
ing toward a more human rights-based
approach and internally reviewing how
they can best change their food and nu-
trition activities. One of the organisa-
tions taking a lead in working with gov-

ernments and programmes, has been
UNICEF.  The Convention on the Rights
of the Child (CRC) was ratified by more
governments than any other human
rights instrument. This has given
UNICEF a strong platform to work from.
Governments have also put in place  leg-
islation and protective mechanisms vis-
à-vis  rights to health care and nutrition
of children  that  provide a basis for ef-
forts to realise rights-based approaches.
CRC activities in UNICEF are naturally
combined with those specified in the
Convention on the Elimination of All
Forms of Discrimination Against
Women (CEDAW).

For UNICEF, the use of the human
rights framework has included major ef-
forts in internal staff training to help them
understand put into practice a rights-
based approach. They are changing their
programmes and strategies to strengthen
their participatory work, to monitor what
rights various countries have ratified
and to act as watchdogs, publicising the
violations that are taking place. This con-
stitutes a radical stance for a UN agency.
Their ongoing work can be followed on
their homepage (see point 11 below).

UNICEF was instrumental in initiat-
ing a Nutrition and Ethics working group
in the UN sub committee on Nutrition,
ACC/SCN already in 1989. This group
has specifically examined differences
between needs based and rights-based
approaches, shared information with aid-
agencies and nutrition professionals in-
volved in global nutrition work, argued
for changes towards a rights-based ap-
proach in international nutrition and
systematically publicised information.
Their efforts led to the 1999 SCN- Sym-
posium on “The substance and politics
of a Human Rights approach to food and
nutrition policies and programmes” that
was hosted by the Office of the High
Commissioner of Human Rights, and
which provided an important forum for
discussion among UN-agencies, bilat-
eral and non-governmental organisa-
tions involved in nutrition work.

There is now in place a combination
of stronger and more articulated inter-
national legal instruments, renewed
commitment by international organisa-
tions and a growing number of practical
examples of initiatives applying a human
rights approach to food and nutrition
improvement. They are useful tools for
institutions to review their strategies and
activities in the area of global food and
nutrition work, and will also hopefully
activate and interest a wider group of
people in securing human rights.

Searching for more information ?
1. http:/www.unhchr.ch/ web site for UN High

Commissioner for Human Rights. The Com-
mittee on Economic, Social and cultural
rights has a presentation of substantive is-
sues arising in the implementation of the
international covenant on economic, so-
cial and cultural rights; general comment
12 (Twentieth session 1999 = the right to
adequate food (art 11)

2. www2.hawaii.edu/~kent/tut  - A tutorial
around Human Rights to Food and Nutri-
tion by George Kent on behalf of WANAHR

3. www.unsystem.org/accscn/  - UN co-
ordinating group for nutrition. The latest
newsletter has a full report on the Sympo-
sium on Nutrition and Human Rights, April
1999

4. Food policy 1994, 19(6)491-516—Oshaug,
A., et al, Human rights: a normative basis
for food and nutrition - relevant policies

5. Food policy  1996, 21(1) Special issue
on Nutrition and Human Rights
6. Food policy 1998 23(5) p329-347
Haddad & Oshaug, How does the human

rights perspective help to shape the food
and nutrition policy agenda

7. Food policy 1998 23 (3-4) pp 215-230
Maxwell, S., Saucy with the Gods: nutrition
and food security speak to poverty

8. Eide, A., 1984 Food as a Human Right, UN
University

9. FIAN, a non governmental organisation
working with human rights to food publishes
“Hungry for what is right.” A magazine for
the human right to feed oneself,  nr 15 Juni
1999

10. Toebes, B., 1999 The right to health as a
human right in international law. School of
Human Rights Research. Intersentia
Antwerpen

11. www.UNICEF.org has a special site for hu-
man rights including a paper on Human
Rights for Women and Children: How
UNICEF helps make them a reality.

Britta Ogle is a PhD candidate in
Nutrition, employed at the Depart-
ment of Rural Development Studies,
SLU.

“Human rights begins at home”
(Gro Harlem Brundtland,

at the 1999 ACC/SCN symposium)
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changed in many cases to a description
of disasters in a context predominated
by conflicts of varying intensity and
with different structures.

The earlier term ‘disaster relief’ has
been changed to humanitarian assis-
tance as a result of this change, among
other things. This is the case both at
Sida and internationally. Today interna-
tional humanitarian principles have been
given greater prominence in this form of
assistance. The Swedish Ministry for
Foreign Affairs has drawn up a  humani-
tarian policy strategy which gives hu-
manitarian assistance a specific frame-
work.

Organisationally there is a tradition
which influences both theory and prac-
tice in this area. For a long time disaster

relief projects and development projects
have been two separate instruments
which have had their own organisational
structure and even their own separate
methods. This has been the case both
in governmental assistance and in the
assistance provided by non-governmen-
tal organisations.

As the interaction between acute in-
tervention, chiefly in conflict situations,
and long-term stability and development
has attracted great focus, this organisa-
tional division must be overcome in vari-
ous ways. This area which is now in fo-
cus could be called an organisational
and methodological grey zone. At the
same time humanitarian assistance has
its specific mandate linked to a humani-
tarian imperative and humanitarian law

Developmental Humanitarian
Assistance1

Background
The concept ‘developmental humanitar-
ian assistance’ has its origins in the de-
bate of the 1980s when, due to the
drought in Africa, disaster relief projects
were placed in relation to long-term de-
velopment projects. The focus on the
relationship between cause and effect
was often based on disasters created by
nature. Internationally concepts such as
‘Linking Relief and Development’ (LRD),
Developmental Relief, etc. have been
coined. In connection with the end of
the cold war the concept has received
renewed interest but with other over-
tones and in another context. The ear-
lier, more common description of natural
disasters, limited in time and with vari-
ous degrees of social causes, has been

Developmental humanitarian assistance is a form of assistance which, in an acute
situation, helps to provide long-term solutions of the acute problems and needs of
those affected – solutions which are accepted and supported locally. It sees the
acute needs as a part of the whole life situation of those affected. This is also the
case when humanitarian assistance is given during phases of early reconstruction
or during protracted crises. Developmental humanitarian assistance is based on
both an immediate needs assessment of those affected, and an analysis of the entire
life situation of those affected. This assistance covers basic physical needs and
rights such as food and clothing, social needs such as safety and security and
those needs provided for in international law, for example in the UN convention on
the Rights of the Child. It is a form of assistance which sees the long-term needs in
the short-term interventions, not the short-term needs in the long-term interven-
tions. Humanitarian law and the humanitarian imperative to assist the suffering
constitute the cornerstones of this form of assistance.
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which necessitates organisational clar-
ity.

The concept ‘developmental humani-
tarian  assistance’ is naturally relevant
both in cases of conflicts and in natural
disasters since its effects are dependent
on the social and economic structure of
the community involved.

Discussion
The international debate and research
in the area is lively. This provides an
opportunity and the momentum for new
thinking in an important area which can
reasonably be said to concern all inter-
national development cooperation. The
discussion on developmental humani-
tarian assistance thereby involves the
possibility of discovering new perspec-
tives which can also be of importance
for development cooperation in its en-
tirety. In the interaction between devel-
opment projects and emergency projects
new questions and answers come to the
fore which influence the planning of both
types of projects. For example, mention
can be made of the need of making con-
flict analyses even as a basis for long-
term development projects.

The term developmental assistance
emanates, as mentioned above, from the
situation which prevailed during the mid

1980s. Therefore there are in-built theo-
ries (for example in the form of estab-
lished concepts) which were created in
this situation. An example of this is the
division of a crisis into distinct periods
of time in the form of ‘before-during-af-
ter’ and return to normal. There can oc-
casionally be a need to use these con-
cepts even in the humanitarian crises of
today. However since humanitarian as-
sistance moves in a different environ-
ment today, the use of this time approach
can easily lead to one-track thinking and
the concept is thus of only limited value.
Usually there is no simple ‘before-dur-
ing-after’ perspective in internal con-
flicts and disintegrating states. Instead
issues relating to methods are being
given higher priority. This means that
there are approaches and methods which
can be used throughout a humanitarian
crisis regardless of the position of the
crisis in a planned time cycle. One ex-
ample of an available method can be to
strengthen local capacity and thereby
decrease the intensity of the conflict in
the area in question, another can be to
work to strengthen the principles of in-
ternational law.

However, this does not mean of
course that the time aspect is totally im-
material for developmental humanitarian

assistance. For example a peace agree-
ment between warring factions can
stipulate clear borders for a ‘before and
after’ situation which affects the condi-
tions for this assistance.

OECD’s Development Assistance
Committee (DAC) writes in a document2:
“Contrary to many past assumptions, we
have found that a sharp distinction be-
tween short-term emergency relief and
longer-term development aid is rarely
useful in planning support for countries
in open conflict.” “For the purpose of
analysis, the transition from emergency
crisis to long-term development has of-
ten been described as a ‘continuum’.
This does not, however, conform to ac-
tual situations which follow no set pat-
tern, chronology or order. Emergency re-
lief, rehabilitation work and development
assistance all co-exist in time of conflict
and crisis, and they interact in innumer-
able ways. The challenge is to overcome
the functional disfunctions of the vari-
ous agencies involved and to integrate,
rather than merely co-ordinate, relief, re-
habilitation and development objectives
within the framework of a long-term strat-
egy.”

The concept ‘developmental humani-
tarian assistance’ is an approach and a
method. Within its framework issues re-

Internally displaced, Angola 1996. Photo: Ian Christoplos
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lating to the environment, equality and
conflict management etc can be inte-
grated. It could be said that the devel-
opmental perspective is the sum of all
the parts, while the environment, equal-
ity and conflict management etc are
parts of different sizes in this sum. Con-
sequently developmental humanitarian
assistance is not a separate activity, ad-
ditional to other forms of humanitarian
assistance. On the contrary, the concept
implies that all humanitarian assistance
shall have a developmental objective.

Despite the close methodological link
between long-term development assis-
tance and humanitarian assistance, there
are certain clear differences. For example
it can be mentioned that the starting
point of a humanitarian assistance pro-
gramme is almost always a crisis which
is so serious that the community in-
volved cannot cope with it at that spe-
cific point in time: for instance the se-
vere consequences of a natural disaster
or the sudden spread of an internal or
international armed conflict. In situa-
tions of armed conflict international con-
ventions also lay down specific condi-
tions for humanitarian assistance. One
consequence of this is that the group of
countries receiving humanitarian assis-
tance is much wider and sometimes dif-
ferent in such situations than in pro-
grammes of long-term development as-
sistance.

The concept has been criticised in
some respects. For example it is said to
be based on the concept of social engi-
neering which makes it possible to
change the social behaviour of people
with the aid of strategic plans and thus
reduce the degree of conflict. This criti-
cism concerns two issues which are in-
dependent of each other, partly social
engineering as such and partly focus-
ing assistance on internal behaviour and
attitudes in each country without giv-
ing more consideration to major geopo-
litical and global economic issues. It has
even been stressed that “the merging of
relief and development has tended to
fold humanitarian aid into the framework
of development conditionality.” (Mark
Duffield3) This means that developmen-
tal humanitarian assistance could ob-
scure the focus on ‘pure’ humanitarian
needs as the decisive factor for the
implementation of a project.

As a further example of the debate on
these issues, mention can be made of
the tension between the humanitarian
imperative – to give assistance to those
in need wherever they may be – and the
intention to give assistance which is stra-
tegic in a long-term perspective. In one
report4 this is formulated in the follow-
ing way: “The dangers of allowing a con-
flict resolution strategy to jeopardise the
impartiality of humanitarian assistance
was set against the argument that root
causes can no longer be ignored.”

Even if much of the international de-
bate on developmental humanitarian
assistance concerns areas in which
armed conflicts are taking place, the con-
cept is also relevant for natural disas-
ters. The effects of natural disasters are
always dependent on social and eco-
nomic factors. Therefore in natural di-
sasters humanitarian assistance must
also take social and economic factors
into consideration and have a long-term
perspective.

It is necessary to make a critical ex-
amination of the concepts developed
within all activities, including those in
humanitarian assistance. Where the is-
sues of social engineering and consid-
eration of the major geopolitical and glo-
bal economic issues are concerned, they
are relevant to most international assis-
tance, and not merely humanitarian as-
sistance. They are therefore part of a
wider discussion. However, the need to
focus on direct humanitarian needs can

easily result in a simplified form of help-
fulness which does not take the circum-
stances into consideration. Experience
has shown that this is very risky and
has sometimes been the cause of severe,
negative side-effects. An important out-
come of this debate is the realisation that
it is only through a good understanding
of the implications, potential and weak-
nesses of the concepts that they can be
a good instrument for the activity they
serve. In addition good interaction be-
tween the parties involved in develop-
ment cooperation and diplomatic initia-
tive should focus on ‘both’ and not ‘ei-
ther or’.

Summary
Developmental humanitarian assistance
is a form of assistance which, in an acute
situation, helps to provide long-term
solutions of the acute problems and
needs of those affected – solutions
which are accepted and supported lo-
cally. It sees the acute needs as a part of
the whole life situation of those affected.
This also applies when humanitarian
assistance is given during phases of
early reconstruction or during protracted
crises. Developmental humanitarian as-
sistance is based on both an immediate
needs assessment of those affected and
on an analysis of the entire life situation
of those affected. This assistance cov-
ers basic physical needs and rights such
as food and clothing, social needs such
as safety and security and those needs

Mined and abandoned Mission Station. Angola, 1996. Photo: Ian Christoplos
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Footnotes
1) This is a brief version of a document (in
Swedish) on developmental humanitarian as-
sistance produced by Sida, Department for Co-
operation with NGOs and Humanitarian As-
sistance, in 1998.

2) Conflict, Peace and Development Co-op-
eration on the Threshold of the 21st Century,
OECD, DAC, 1998 (pp 8, 17 and 48).

3) M Duffield, “Post-Modern Conflict: Aid
Policy and Humanitarian Conditionality”, July
1997.

4) Principled Aid in an Unprincipled World:
Relief, War and Humanitarian Principles,
ECHO/ODI Conference Report (p 3), April 7,
1998, London.

From a concept paper on Develop-
mental Humanitarian Assistance,
Sida, January 1999.

provided for in international law, for ex-
ample in the UN Convention on the
Rights of the Child. It is a form of assis-
tance which sees the long-term needs in
the short-term interventions, not the
short-term needs in the long-term inter-
ventions. Humanitarian law and the hu-
manitarian imperative to assist the suf-
fering constitute the cornerstones of this
form of assistance.

This means, inter alia
s that  developmental humanitarian

assistance is a question of focusing on
problems which require special support
and methods rather than on periods of
time and time schedules. The breakdown
of a time schedule into concepts such
as post-conflict resolution, rehabilita-
tion etc, limits the perspective – with the
consequence that it does not include the
contexts which should be in focus. The
difference between development coop-
eration and developmental humanitarian
assistance is not always evident. Here it
is a question of formulating a strategy,
based on an assessment of the needs of
people and the socio-economic context,
which is as consistent and relevant as
possible and which has a long-term bear-
ing on the situation. Since planning and
preparations often have to be made rap-
idly in this type of assistance, a policy
and an approach, which have been con-
sidered in depth in advance, are of great
importance.  Follow-up and evaluation
are important for the development of this
policy and approach.

s that developmental humanitarian
assistance has a legal perspective. To
uphold the rights of people in acute and
conflictive situations in accordance with
international law, for example the UN
Convention on the Rights of the Child,
is an important aspects of developmen-
tal humanitarian assistance. In concrete
situations support to ensure greater
observance of an existing constitution
can be of vital importance to enable an
area or an entire country to cope with,
for example, an acute regional drought.
Corruption, hidden political agendas
and illegal economic interests often ex-
ert a substantial influence on the possi-
bility of a country or region to overcome
acute situations.

s that developmental humanitarian
assistance is based on knowledge of
local situations linked to an external
analysis, or critical distance. Many in-
ternational contacts in, for example,
churches or Red Cross societies, have
been built up within organisations which
have cooperated with each other over a
long period of time. This cooperation
creates a profound knowledge in certain
parts of the organisations which is of
immense value in acute situations. But
since these organisations on which the
work of cooperation rests are also a part
of the community they live in, the
organisations can also be a part of the
problem. A challenge in this situations
is to find possible combinations, and
even a division of work, between living

close to the problem, possessing pro-
found knowledge of  the situation, and
having  well established contacts, and
at the same time having a high profile in
the fora where important decisions are
taken, for example in international con-
flict resolution circles as well as political
and diplomatic circles. This combination
of closeness and knowledge and the in-
ternational political agenda is a clear
challenge in the field of developmental
humanitarian assistance.

s that developmental humanitarian
assistance is a form of assistance which
in a contradictor world takes into con-
sideration the long-term effects of the
short-term interventions as far as this is
possible. The influence of different po-
litical agendas and major economic in-
terests are often difficult to distinguish
clearly in a turbulent situation. It is there-
fore of value to ensure that it is not
merely, in the first place, the parties in-
volved in programmes of humanitarian
assistance which have to safeguard the
principles of humanity, but it is a chal-
lenge for all the different sectors in in-
ternational society.

Famine camp in Ethiopia from mid-eighties - ready for using again if
needed. Photo: Ian Christoplos
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Over the past decade, the inter-
national community has fo-
cused attention on so-called

complex political emergencies, that is to
say disasters caused by conflict, war
and state collapse. Natural disasters
have fallen into the background. There
are some signs that this is beginning to
change.

The massive humanitarian suffering
caused in recent years by flooding in
China and Bangladesh and earthquakes
in Turkey have dwarfed the impacts of
many more highly publicised conflicts.
Hurricane Mitch has particularly
galvanised attention on the impacts of
natural hazards. Furthermore, Mitch af-
fected areas that had already experienced
major armed conflict, thereby raising
questions regarding the simple di-
chotomy between natural disasters and
complex political emergencies. Polarised
relations between different institutional
actors have meant that Mitch is un-
doubtedly one of the most complex and
political natural disasters of the century.
It is therefore an obvious place to start
reassessing where we stand regarding
natural disasters. There is a need to go
back to the nearly forgotten natural di-
saster discourse to re-systematise what
concepts such as mitigation and pre-
paredness mean in today’s world, and
in so doing to develop a greater level of
awareness of the potential for dealing

with the new complexities of natural di-
sasters.

The British Red Cross, with the sup-
port of the British Government’s Depart-
ment for International Development, is
implementing a two-year research
project analysing what disaster mitiga-
tion and preparedness mean today for
NGO’s. Case studies are being con-
ducted in four countries: Bangladesh,
the Philippines, Zimbabwe and Nicara-

gua. This study on Nicaragua was car-
ried out in July-August 1999. The ob-
jective was to examine NGO participa-
tion in preparedness and mitigation of
natural disasters in the wake of Hurri-
cane Mitch. The study, upon which this
article is based, looked at how this cata-
strophic event impacted on NGO roles,
priorities and practice. The results were
surprising.

NGO’s in Nicaragua after
Hurricane Mitch:

Gaps and Opportunities in Disaster
Mitigation and Preparedness

by Ian Christoplos and José Luis Rocha

Bridge destroyed in Hurricane Mitch, Nicaragua 1999. Photo: Ian Christoplos
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A permanent state of emergency
Nicaragua has been described as a coun-
try in a permanent state of emergency.
Between 1972 and 1996 alone it suffered
eleven disasters that seriously affected
its socio-economic development.  Of
these, nine were caused by natural phe-
nomena: the Managua earthquake in
December 1972, intense rains followed
by a drought in 1982, Hurricane Joan in
October 1988, the Cerro Negro volcanic
eruptions in April 1992 and Novem-
ber-December 1995, the tsunami that hit
the Pacific coast in September 1992,
tropical storms Brett in August 1993 and
Gert in September 1993, and Hurricane
Caesar in July 1996.

These eleven disasters—prior to
Mitch—left a total of:

107,118 dead
123,071 hurt and injured
6,533 disappeared
656,011 evacuated
571,600 displaced
1,861,002 homeless

They directly or indirectly affected
3,201,734 people, the equivalent of over
77% of the country’s current population.

Nicaragua is a country with particu-
larly limited capacity to handle these re-
current crises. It is one of the most
heavily indebted nations in the world,
and is undergoing a drastic structural
adjustment programme in an effort to
meet conditions for entry into the IMF
classification of Highly Indebted Poor
Countries (in order to qualify for receiv-
ing a modicum of debt relief). With the
state hobbled, one would expect that the
NGO’s would be rushing to fill the gap,
particularly as there is relatively easy
access to donor funding after Mitch.
Surprisingly disaster mitigation and pre-
paredness does not appear to be a ma-
jor priority for the NGO’s. Before Mitch,
disaster mitigation and preparedness
efforts were extremely rare. Some NGO’s
in Nicaragua are now gradually getting
more involved in disaster prevention
and mitigation activities in the wake of
Mitch, and have started to become en-
gaged in reflection on the issue. Al-
though other activities overwhelmingly
dominate efforts to ‘transform’ Nicara-
gua after Mitch, a modest change of di-
rection is nonetheless discernible.

Mitigation through environmental
action
Mitigation is the most notable new fo-
cus, particularly as related to increased
efforts to protect the environment. The
underlying hypothesis is that the impact
of events like Hurricane Mitch can be
best mitigated by more appropriate agri-
cultural practices and soil conservation
measures.  Many organisations that pro-
mote agro-ecological practices are now
presenting their efforts as being oriented
towards disaster mitigation. Most of
these agencies were already emphas-
ising the promotion of agro-ecological
practices within agricultural develop-
ment.

The drought in recent years caused
by El Niño and the landslides, erosion
and crop losses brought by Mitch’s
floodwaters have added urgency to the
work of NGO’s which have long pro-
moted these practices. During various
forums and seminars organised to reflect
on Mitch, the environment – disaster
linkage has been highlighted. An assort-
ment of environmental projects have
been presented, justified on the assump-
tion that they will mitigate natural disas-
ters. The priorities of the Ministry of
Agriculture and Forestry have also
shifted to give more emphasis to envi-
ronmental concerns.

Such reflections and policy changes
are well justified. The months before
Mitch struck were the worst ever in terms
of forest fires. The liquidation of wood-
land caused by extensive cattle ranch-
ing has received the blame for much of
the impact of Mitch, with the NGO’s
therefore reinforcing their calls to pro-
mote a socially equitable and ecologi-
cally sustainable development model.

According to the organisation World
Neighbours, conventional extensive
commercial agriculture aggravated
Mitch’s catastrophic effects (Holt 1999).
A study was carried out to test  this
theory.  Following the hurricane, 45 re-
search teams from 19 institutions did
“equivalent observations” of 440 plots
of land with and without agro-ecological
practices (primarily consisting of the use
of green manures and other forms of in-
ter-cropping, combined with physical
and biological soil conservation efforts).
Each team consisted of one technician,
two village promoters and the two own-

ers of the plots being studied.  The
teams worked in 181 Nicaraguan com-
munities located in 30 municipalities of
9 departments and 7 regions, observing
areas ranging from the island of
Ometepe, which only recorded 250 mm
of rainfall during Mitch, to Somotillo,
which recorded 1,780 mm.  The study
was designed to ascertain whether the
agro-ecological or the conventional
plots of land resisted the hurricane bet-
ter, and which combinations of agro-
ecological practices were most effective
in reducing the damage. The study
found that the peasant plots with sus-
tainable agriculture practices appeared
to have suffered less damage than
neighbouring plots with conventional
practices.  According to the data gath-
ered, superficial erosion was three times
higher in the conventional plots.

The Swiss supported Central Ameri-
can Programme for Sustainable Sloping
Agriculture (PASOLAC) has stressed
the mitigating effect that agro-
ecological practices have on disasters.
PASOLAC’s extensive network of
NGO’s and farmer associations enables
it to widely disseminate agro-ecological
techniques, although the explicit linking
of these activities to natural disaster
mitigation depends on each particular
institution’s specific focus.  The
Alejandro von Humboldt Centre has led
the way in promoting environmental
measures through lobbying and
through its work with indigenous com-
munities.  It has recently begun to link
these measures to natural disaster miti-
gation in its field projects and advocacy
efforts.

In normal circumstances, agro-
ecological practices do play an impor-
tant role in reducing erosion, but the
actual impact that each specific practice
has on phenomena the magnitude of
Mitch is still not known.  One study car-
ried out for Sida proposed that future
research aim to determine the real effec-
tiveness of these practices in intense
rains (Christoplos & Barrios 1999).  The
causal assumptions behind the NGO’s
new found interest in disaster mitigation
through environmental action is not self-
evident. Were the landslides and dras-
tic increases in river levels caused by
Mitch the result of deforestation and the
absence of soil conservation works?
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The answer is still not clear.  Mitch-style
precipitation levels inevitably cause
damage, as demonstrated by the fact that
many landslides occurred in areas with
abundant tree cover. The few conserva-
tion works constructed in the mountains
of the dry zones proved effective in ar-
eas with more gentle slopes but could
not resist the force of the currents in
areas with more pronounced slopes.

A statistical analysis done by the
Nicaraguan Institute of Territorial Stud-
ies (INETER) concluded that the precipi-
tation levels Mitch brought will recur
about every 150 years (Oxfam America,
et al, 1999).  Agro-ecological practices
may be effective mitigation strategies
during ‘normal’ disasters, whereas the
erosion caused by extremely heavy rain-
fall and the landslides caused by Mitch,
are very different phenomena and are
perhaps not mitigated to the same de-
gree by such practices.

Agro-ecological practices are quite
varied and some may actually aggravate
erosion and landslides.  One of the most
widely used practices in Nicaragua and
Central America is the cultivation of the
“fodder bean” (mucuna pruriens), a va-
riety of nitrogen-fixing legume whose
rotation with maize is highly recom-
mended. This bean is very competitive
and eliminates weeds, thus also acting
as a kind of natural herbicide.  But clear-
ing the soil of low-lying vegetation
cover and aeration of soils also may
leave the ground more susceptible to
landslides, as has been demonstrated.
This is obviously a complex issue and it
would be wrong to presume that all agro-
ecological techniques reduce all forms
of vulnerability.

It is not clear whether Mitch has ac-
tually spawned many new initiatives or
fresh analyses of the link between envi-
ronmental protection and disaster miti-
gation. Many pre-existing agricultural
and environmental development plans
have been re-launched in the name of
disaster mitigation, with little additional
attention to the relationship between
earlier priorities (when they were “de-
velopment” rather than “mitigation”
projects) and the new additional objec-
tive. Mitigation through environmental
protection may therefore consist of a
fund-raising approach rather than a well
considered strategy.

Disaster Preparedness
Disaster preparedness in Nicaragua pri-
marily consists of two different areas of
work, planning and institutional devel-
opment. On the planning side are efforts
concentrated on the design of local
plans, the mapping of risks, capacities
and vulnerabilities, and territorial plan-
ning (Ordóñez, et al, 1999). Oxfam GB
and the Nicaraguan Institute for Munici-
pal Promotion (INIFOM) have per-

formed a series of ambitious studies on
the national level, while on the local level
certain municipalities are preparing their
own risk mapping with the help of vari-
ous NGO’s.  In both cases, the at-risk
areas have been identified and the de-
gree of danger established.

A major problem in acting on the find-
ings of risk mapping initiatives is the
challenges in relocating those inhabit-
ing very high risk locations. There is a

Seed and tool distribution after Hurricane Mitch. Nicaragua 1999. Photo: Ian Christoplo
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shortage of land (and funds) for such
relocations.  As a result of the different
regimes’ approaches to land reform over
the past two decades, legal titling is cha-
otic, resulting in massive obstacles to
any effort to address the problem di-
rectly. Many properties have not been
legally registered for many years now.
Currently, there is a re-concentration of
agrarian property due to economic and
political changes. These factors serve
to reinforce an already almost insoluble
situation. When the idea was raised of
relocating survivors of the mudslide
from the Casitas volcano in Posoltega,
which caused over 2,000 fatalities, local
landowners saw this tragedy as a unique
supply-and-demand opportunity to sell
their land at a tremendous profit.  Their
going price was around US$3,000 per
hectare, ten times more than its regis-
tered tax value.  The resulting impasse
is perhaps one of the reasons why the
emphasis of many agencies’ disaster
preparedness work has shifted to insti-
tutional development.

NGO’s have concentrated most of
their disaster preparedness efforts on
community organisation, and have
achieved their greatest successes in this
area.  Given the vast diversity of haz-
ards facing Nicaragua (floods, volca-
noes, hurricanes, droughts, earthquakes,
landslides, tsunamis, etc.) and the lim-

ited capacity of small individual NGO’s
in the face of these threats, improving
community capacity to deal with crisis
in general terms may be a more effective
use of limited resources than struggling
to confront the myriad of overwhelming
specific technical challenges. Several
organisations that have been working
in disaster-affected areas for many years
now have created their own networks of
promoters to help them channel aid more
quickly and effectively, thus having a
positive influence on the local organisa-
tional capacity. Other NGO’s have at-
tempted to build their specific disaster
training on top of already existing local
organisational structures.  Such is the
case with the introduction of disaster
preparedness work to the efforts of Com-
munity Committees, also known as Ru-
ral Community Committees or Rural
Community Development Committees,
depending on the NGO concerned.
When these committees act to manage
natural disasters, they assume the title
of Emergency Committees.

During Mitch, these committees
proved to be very effective in evacuat-
ing the population and distributing aid.
Many of the committees emerged in the
1980’s to support the municipalities, and
in many places their leaders are consid-
ered to be representatives of the public
municipal authorities, although in real-

ity collaboration between formal munici-
pal structures and the committees var-
ies according to political affinities.  As
the committees are generally made up of
the most active people in the communi-
ties, the NGO’s seek those involved as
collaborators, liaisons and promoters
either individually or in their capacity as
committee members.

There is a consensus among NGO’s
that investing in institutional develop-
ment has proven to be an important pri-
ority in disaster preparedness.  This in-
vestment becomes strategic during dif-
ferent types of  disasters. Local capac-
ity is essential, since destruction of the
road network and the lack of transport
leave many communities isolated.  In
certain zones, particularly those most
affected by the armed conflict of the
1980’s, there is already an installed and
consolidated organisational capacity
that enables the local population to rap-
idly establish collaboration to success-
fully tackle different problems.  In a cri-
sis, pragmatism takes precedence over
the political divisions that usually
hinder community development efforts.
The extent of these capacities was dem-
onstrated during Hurricane Mitch in the
conflict affected municipalities of Wiwilí
and Jalapa, for example, where evacua-
tion was done rapidly and the mobilisa-
tion of provisions and organisation of
emergency shelters was very effective.
This openly contradicts the common
assumption that civil society is at its
weakest in war-torn areas.

NGO training for institutional devel-
opment related to disaster preparedness
is managed both by community devel-
opment experts and by others coming
from a relief and/or civil defence back-
ground. The methodology employed is
often a peculiar combination of partici-
patory methods, based on the popular
education model developed by Paulo
Freire, together with hierarchical and
mechanical Civil Defence-style ap-
proaches. Though this may appear to
be an illogical mix, harmonisation may
be possible. The blend of local owner-
ship and awareness combined with re-
lief skills and predetermined chains of
command may be quite effective in prac-
tice. Actual operations carried out dur-
ing emergencies have been charac-
terised by Civil Defence style ap-

Landslide, Nicaragua 1999. Photo: Ian Christoplos
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proaches, with former military person-
nel often taking the lead.

Where disaster preparedness func-
tions well, it has relied on problems be-
ing resolved at  municipal and commu-
nity levels where there is strong and re-
spected governmental leadership. Disas-
ter response is not just a technical and
organisational process. It is obvious
that problems tend to get resolved bet-
ter where there is a local, charismatic po-
litical figure, particularly in light of the
Nicaraguan tradition of gathering behind
strong local chiefs and emotionally fol-
lowing charismatic leaders (for better or
for worse). Such local leaders are often
the ones who have created the neces-
sary consensus to co-ordinate efforts
to tackle and react to disasters. Where
disaster response has functioned will,
one can observe that these leaders have
the savvy to deal with prevailing  poli-
ticisation and polarisation at the local
level.  In addition, local leaders have the
power to informally make up for the lack
of a formal judicial framework to define,
regulate and distribute functions during
emergencies.

Despite the embryonic state of the
NGOs’ disaster preparedness work, real
possibilities have opened for them due
to the seemingly negative conse-
quences of the shrinkage capacity of the
state apparatus to provide an effective
response to disasters. Whilst this cut-
ting back has deprived the state of key
staff with specialisation in some of the
tasks required during a disaster, some
of these people have become NGO offi-
cials, which has enabled these NGO’s to
provide qualified services during a di-
saster. Most of the NGO staff who are
engaged in promoting disaster mitiga-
tion and preparedness do so drawing
on their earlier experience as civil ser-
vants under the Sandinista regime. They
also have an understanding of internal
political processes and bureaucratic
procedures that is otherwise often lack-
ing among NGO staff.

Development as the solution?
It would seem logical that both NGO’s
and the government would prioritise di-
saster mitigation and preparedness fol-
lowing Hurricane Mitch, particularly in
light of the glaring evidence of the fail-
ures and insufficiencies of disaster pre-

vention and mitigation before the disas-
ter. This has not happened. Disaster pre-
vention and mitigation has by and large
been overshadowed by the national de-
bate over different development mod-
els. The vast majority of plans and po-
lemics regarding the ‘transformation’ of
Nicaragua after Hurricane Mitch focus
on the debate over the effectiveness of
and alternatives to neo-liberal develop-
ment models in achieving economic
growth, poverty alleviation and inclu-
sive development. Shockingly, many re-
ports and recommendations on the re-
quirements for rehabilitation and future
development in post-Mitch Nicaragua
totally ignore the impact of natural di-
sasters on these alternative develop-
ment scenarios, and on the impacts of
these development scenarios on the
ability of vulnerable populations to with-
stand the impact of shocks to their live-
lihoods. The heated development debate
has displaced concern for disasters. The
media attention and struggle for access-
ing donor assistance has meant that
Mitch has paradoxically become a plat-
form for yet again ignoring natural haz-
ards.

Why has this happened? One reason
is the common hypothesis that the dev-
astating effects of natural disasters are
simply a sign of underdevelopment, and
that only the poor suffer during disas-
ters due to their levels of underdevelop-
ment. This cliché is widely employed in
Nicaragua to justify the lack of specific
disaster prevention activities and to sug-
gest that “development” is “the only
solution” to disaster risks. This cliché
can even be heard from experienced NGO
field staff and researchers, who should
know better.

The Nicaraguan experience of natu-
ral disasters gives the lie to that cliché.
In Mitch, the poor were the most af-
fected in some areas because they had
built their houses on land exposed to
risk, which was the only land available
to them. But this was not the case ev-
erywhere. In Jinotega and Matagalpa the
best-irrigated lands in the valleys, be-
longing to relatively wealthy farmers,
were destroyed. The low-quality slop-
ing land, cultivated by the poor, was less
affected. The impact of such flooding
on the poor is related to their role in the
local economy and their socio-economic

relationships with their wealthier
neighbours.This context is far more com-
plex than “disasters are an indication of
underdevelopment” cliché would imply.
Furthermore, volcanic eruptions and
earthquakes have not only affected the
poor population. In other words, what-
ever the model adopted, development
does not eliminate risk.

The controversy over development
models has dominated post-Mitch dis-
cussions and various groups use Mitch
to reinforce their positions. Both sides
in the debate mention economic devel-
opment more than human development,
the latter being tainted as being “wel-
fare oriented”. By ignoring human de-
velopment they also miss the dimen-
sions of human suffering caused by di-
sasters. Both the government and many
NGO’s ignore the tragedy experienced
by individuals in the quantitative stud-
ies that have emerged after Mitch of the
economic impacts and ways to recover
from these capital losses. The humani-
tarian imperative is forgotten or shunned
in fear of “creating dependency”. The
victims’ viewpoints and priorities have
been generally ignored in official reports
and surveys. This absence has made it
easier for many observers and planners
to jump to the conclusion that there is
no better answer to disasters than eco-
nomic development.

This is not to say that dependency is
not a serious problem. Many of the ar-
eas affected by Mitch are clearly gravely
dependent on aid flows. Community ini-
tiative and self-reliance have been seri-
ously affected as a result. The problem
is that the baby  - the need to prepare for
situations where community capacities
are actually overwhelmed - has been
thrown out with the dependency
bathwater.

The Gap Between NGO’s and Civil
Society
In Latin America more than the rest of
the world, and in Nicaragua more than
the rest of Latin America, the role of
NGO’s is being strongly questioned (see
Bebbington 1997). NGO’s are viewed
with great suspicion and are struggling
to redefine their niche in a changing
world.  It is generally acknowledged that
they have not always lived up to their
own rhetorical aims. There is a re-
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cognised lack of congruence, in many
cases, between their actions and the ide-
als they claim to represent. The NGOs’
are increasingly competing with private
sector companies in efforts to secure
contracts to provide public services.
This creates an ambiguous situation for
NGO’s trying to preserve their identity
as institutions driven by values rather
than economic gain (Christoplos 1999).

NGO’s are also aware that their ca-
pacities are limited and that they cannot
assume responsibility for all of the pub-
lic services that the government is aban-
doning.  As one NGO official put it, “For
every nurse that we place, the Ministry
of Health lays off another five.” This
makes NGO’s wary that getting involved
in disaster management could saddle
them with massive responsibilities when
another disaster strikes.

Individual NGO’s are aware that di-
saster management, while necessary, is
too big a package for them to handle
alone. They must join together. But
broad and practical co-ordination with
other NGO’s has been limited due to tra-
ditional rivalries and the competition for
funding needed to work and survive.
The Civic Coalition for Emergency and
Reconstruction, which was established
in the wake of Hurricane Mitch, suc-
ceeded in bringing together over 320
non-governmental and social organ-
isations and networks to present a joint
alternative vision regarding the ‘trans-
formation’ of post-Mitch Nicaragua. It
is thus a very interesting initiative.
Among its achievements has been a
Social Audit aimed at monitoring, audit-
ing and evaluating the effectiveness of
local participation in and finances used
for rehabilitation activities.

Will this effort last?  Similar initiatives
in the past have not proven sustainable.
An attempt was made in the early 1990’s,
following two eruptions from Cerro Ne-
gro and a tsunami, to create an NGO co-
ordinating body that would work spe-
cifically during emergency situations.
That institution, known as CONADES,
even managed to obtain legal status but
it took little more than a period of
emergency-free calm to dampen the
original enthusiasm. Furthermore, sev-
eral institutions with some experience
working in emergencies were never even
informed that the project existed. Con-

sequently, the new post-Mitch co-ordi-
nation initiatives had to start again from
scratch.

At other times, the formation of such
bodies have been orchestrated by a
strong donor, and motivated by a desire
to access financing earmarked for co-
ordination. The main danger with the
current initiative is that it is apparently
driven by the desire to confront the gov-
ernment, rather than for joint action in
the field. As mentioned above, such
confrontation has been dominated by
economic development polemics rather
than the problem at hand of avoiding

that the next major disaster is managed
as ineptly as Hurricane Mitch.

These problems with co-ordination
are partially rooted in the fact that many
NGO’s do not represent anybody other
than themselves. This contributes to the
ambiguity of their own identity.  In Nica-
ragua, many people are starting to
openly recognise that NGO’s are not part
of “civil society,” but are rather an intel-
lectual elite of middle-class citizens that
develop activities for the people, aim to
defend the interests of the people and
therefore seek to represent the people.
Their staff are often skilled public ser-

Landslide on a deforested hillside, Nicaragua 1999. Photo: Ian Christoplos
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vice contractors and managers of do-
nor-financed projects, paradoxically
drawing on their past experience within
the public sector during the Sandinista
regime. The lack of any real foundation
in civil society  explains why they have
not managed to create sustainable
mechanisms that would enable them to
act in a common direction, despite hav-
ing an impressive capacity to confront
government policies.  It may also explain
why they have so easily slipped into a
tendency to focus on the economic de-
bate, at the cost of ignoring the humani-
tarian crisis facing their erstwhile con-
stituencies.

The NGO’s are aware that many of
their efforts  —particularly in response
to disasters—  require a practical modus
operandi with the government.  Disas-
ter response is not something they can
or will handle alone. The NGO’s, how-
ever, stress the difficulties they have in
co-ordinating with the government,
emphasising the institutional aspects in
which political polarisation represents a
fundamental obstacle. According to the
NGO’s, the government has displayed
as little willingness to communicate and
collaborate with them in the face of natu-
ral disasters as it has in other areas. Fur-
thermore, the fact that the state institu-
tions are suspicious of NGO’s because
so many of their current officials were
linked to the Sandinista administration
of the 1980’s has led to confrontations
and a lack of collaboration between
NGO’s and the Liberal government.
Mutual accusations of corruption and
inept administration have been more
common than discussions of practical
mechanisms for determining who could
and should do what in disaster prepared-
ness, mitigation and response.

This politicisation also affects the
creation of new NGO’s. According to
Nicaraguan law, the petition to estab-
lish a new non-profit association, the
legal classification under which NGO’s
are registered, must be approved by the
National Assembly, which is currently
controlled by the ruling Liberal Consti-
tutionalist Party. The government has
tried several times to control the funds
coming in to NGO’s through the Minis-
try of Foreign Co-operation and to get
the General Tax Division to apply dis-
cretional taxes on goods imported by

certain NGO’s, in violation of a law ex-
empting them from taxation.

Disaster Preparedness in a Neo-
Liberal State
The government’s role and responsibili-
ties to its citizenry is ambiguous in many
areas in neo-liberal regimes such as Nica-
ragua, and disaster management is no
exception. One of the problems which
arose with Hurricane Mitch was that
there was no legal framework stating the
roles of each institution at either national
or local level, their different responsi-
bilities and chains of command for as-
signing different functions during emer-
gencies. As the threat from future natu-
ral hazards has faded from the public
debate, so has any sense of urgency in
sorting out these matters for the future.
Nicaragua’s political and economic
agenda is overloaded and littered with
‘normal’ crises.  Once the actual moment
of emergency has past, concern over
natural disasters gets pushed back down
the list of priorities. There are no indica-
tions that a new law will be passed soon
which will better define roles and respon-
sibilities in times of disaster. This is a
central obstacle for NGO’s attempting
to situate their small-scale initiatives
within the broader context of national
and multi-sectoral disaster prepared-
ness.

There may be other reasons that this
seemingly glaring issue has not been
addressed. The predominant neo-liberal
ideology does not accept that the state
has basic responsibility for public wel-
fare.  Defining responsibilities and at-
tributing roles for disaster management
would represent implicit acceptance that
the state has the greatest responsibility
to attend to the most basic survival
needs of its population during a crisis.
To side-step admitting this, the Nicara-
guan government has apparently opted
for the chaos that comes with changing
command structures with each new di-
saster. When Cerro Negro erupted in
1992, the presidential offices co-
ordinated efforts, a job left to the Minis-
try of Transport during the tidal wave,
the Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry
during the drought caused by El Niño
and the Vice President of the Republic
during Mitch. It is not without reason
that some define underdevelopment as

nothing more than the incapacity to ac-
cumulate experience.

The government never declared a
state of emergency during Mitch, argu-
ing that doing so would involve sus-
pending constitutional guarantees.  Al-
though experts in constitutional law
stated that it was possible to make a se-
lective suspension of guarantees to en-
sure that Nicaraguan citizens did not
lose their rights, the government did not
change its decision, preferring instead
to declare a “state of disaster,” a term
with no legal significance whatsoever.

What was the reason for this absurd
decision?  It was possibly because re-
cognising the magnitude of the disaster
would have had two consequences that
the government wanted to avoid.  First,
the government would have been forced
to allocate massive resources for emer-
gency assistance, thus increasing pub-
lic spending and violating the conditions
imposed by the structural adjustment
programme.  Second, accepting the need
to mobilise large-scale human resources
for the relief effort would have exposed
the extremely limited capacity to respond
to such situations by the scaled-down
civil service, which has been further ag-
gravated by the structural adjustment.
Therefore, the problem of how to deal
with disasters and ensure that future
strategies are effective in a neo-liberal
state continues to be a point calling for
serious reflection.

Pragmatism at the frontline:
Surprising alliances between NGO’s
and municipalities
The post-Mitch period has been char-
acterised by centralised decision-mak-
ing and a weakening of the incomplete
process, underway before the disaster,
of devolving authority to municipal gov-
ernments. Central government strategy
has aimed at retaining control over relief
and rehabilitation resources that should
have been handed over to municipal
administrations.  The municipalities are
more financially stretched  than ever.
They cannot even cover their ordinary
costs with their own resources, let alone
the costs generated by an emergency.
Creative and surprising alliances have
appeared to confront this situation.  In
many cases the disaster was managed
through novel collaboration between
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NGO’s and local governments. Surpris-
ing capacities have emerged due to the
fact that local political and institutional
actors are much closer to the people in-
volved, and therefore understand or
even share their needs. The NGO’s
found that local structures were often
less politicised than those involving the
central government, making it possible
to carry out many actions in conjunc-
tion with the municipal authorities.

The leadership assumed by munici-
pal authorities turned out to be an es-
sential factor during the emergency and
the post-Mitch rehabilitation.  In situa-
tions such as these, it becomes appar-
ent to everyone that somebody has to
take responsibility for orchestrating ef-
forts. Leaders appear. Many mayors
acted decisively, more as an expression
of their natural leadership than as the
result of any formally established ar-
rangements. This is not to say that lead-
ership is enough. Although local lead-
ers are a basic necessity when it comes
to co-ordinating efforts and activities, a
law is needed that establishes responsi-
bilities, hierarchies and functions to le-
gally back up these leaders. This would

keep the central government from creat-
ing ad hoc bodies and changing those
in charge with every new emergency, or,
as also happened during Mitch, giving
local Catholic priests the leading role just
because they are Catholic Church offi-
cials, independent of their qualifications
to be working on emergencies in a soci-
ety that is no means exclusively Catho-
lic.

The new collaboration between the
municipalities and NGO’s born out of
Mitch could perhaps help address cer-
tain of the NGOs’ weaknesses that get
in the way of developing co-ordinated
efforts in responding to disasters. Closer
collaboration between NGO’s and the
municipalities could prove to be the cor-
nerstone in helping to fill the current
vacuum in the Nicaragua discourse on
disaster mitigation and preparedness.
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H umanitarian Assistance, 40
credits, is a relatively new
programme on Masters level

based on co-operation between seven
European Union universities, located in
Spain, Germany, Italy, France, Ireland and
Belgium. Uppsala University is the home
university for the programme in Sweden.

Within the university, the depart-
ments of Anthropology, Law, Peace and
Conflict Research, and Public Health and
Caring Sciences. The programme is un-
der the administration of the Dept. of
Theology, which also gives a seminar
series on ethical and other cross-sec-
tional aspects of the themes in the
programme.

The purpose of the programme is to
provide students, who have a relevant
academic background, a wide exposure
to different aspects of international hu-
manitarian work, be it in the field during
critical emergency situations, or in of-
fices of NGOs, government agencies or
international organisations that provide
humanitarian assistance. The students
are selected through interviews, and
many different backgrounds are repre-
sented among them.

During the first semester, the pro-
gramme is similar for all students in the 7
universities. In the second semester, stu-
dents choose a specialization course
given at one of the co-operating univer-

Humanitarian Assistance:
post-graduate diploma

sities. In Uppsala the Department of
Peace and Conflict Research gives the
course “Conflict, Disaster, and Peace-
Building” as a specialization course. The
final part of the programme is an intern-
ship period in a relevant NGO, govern-
ment agency or international organ-
isation, such as UNICEF, UNDP or
WHO.

More information about the pro-
gramme can be obtained from Kay
Svensson, phone: 018-471 00 00, or e-
mail: Kay.Svensson@uadm.uu.se. Ad-
mission is only once a year, interviews
are made during the late spring semes-
ter for the programmme which begins
each autumn.

Ian Christoplos is Director of the
Council for Development and Assis-
tance Studies, Uppsala University.
José Luis Rocha is a researcher at
Nitlapán, an institute at the Univer-
sity of Central America in Managua.
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The cornerstones of the Life &
Peace Institute (LPI) are its
international makeup, ecu-
menical base, commitment to
peace research and capacity for
action. The goal of LPI’s work
is a world where peace and
justice prevail. The way towards
this goal is the peaceful trans-
formation of conflict, often
through processes of reconcilia-
tion.

A centre for peace research and
action
LPI is a centre for peace research and
action, headquartered in Uppsala, Swe-
den. From here, the institute co-operates
with a growing network of peace re-
searchers and activists around the
world. LPI’s work is guided by an Ex-
ecutive Committee, comprising repre-
sentatives of four Nordic countries, and
an international Board, which meets
annually.

History
LPI was founded in 1985 by the Swed-
ish Ecumenical Council, inspired by the
results of the 1983 Christian World Con-
ference on Life & Peace. The pioneer-
ing peace-building efforts of LPI’s Horn
of Africa programme laid the basis for
LPI’s conflict transformation work and
first regional office in Nairobi in 1995.
At the close of the 1990’s, LPI’s work
has taken a number of new directions,
with the creation of a Conflict Transfor-
mation Programmes Unit and the expan-
sion of ‘action research’ activities.

Co-operation and funding
As a research institute, LPI co-operates
with a wide variety of structures rang-
ing from academic institutions and
church bodies to NGOs, national and
international governmental/official bod-
ies, notably the UN. Core funding is pro-
vided mainly by the Swedish Ministry
for Foreign Affairs, the Church of Swe-
den, and the Swedish International De-
velopment Cooperation Agency (Sida).
Project and programme related funding
is derived from a number of sources in-
cluding international foundations, trusts
and development agencies, notably the
European Union, Brot für die Welt, the
Rockefeller Foundation and Dan Church
Aid.

Staff
Rather than having a large staff based
in Uppsala, LPI engages researchers
from around the world, particularly from
the South, to carry out specific commis-
sioned projects. In Uppsala, LPI’s work
is supported by four units; Research,
Communications, Finance & Adminis-
tration, and Conflict Transformation
Programmes, and an Office of the Ex-
ecutive Director.

Conflict transformation
programmes
Inspired by the grassroots peace-build-
ing initiatives developed by its Horn of
Africa Programme, LPI has increasingly
focused on ‘action research’. Developed
in collaboration with partners working
in the field, LPI’s action research aims to
increase theoretical and conceptual un-
derstanding of specific situations in or-
der to inform advocacy work, policy-
making and, where appropriate, decision-

making. Conflict transformation pro-
grammes in such places as Somalia,
Croatia, and the Middle East are based
on a ‘bottom-up’ approach to peace-
building and often also include a range
of activities from training to advocacy.

Research
Research at LPI is divided into three main
programme areas; Non-violent Conflict
Transformation, the Role of Religion in
Conflict and Peace, and Human Rights
and Economic Justice. Findings are
published in the Institute’s journals, re-
ports, papers, and electronic publica-
tions and are made available to a wide
audience.

Life & Peace Institute
An International and Ecumenical Centre

for Peace Research and Action

Adapted from the Life & Peace
Institute brochure.

For more information, please con-
tact the Communications Unit in
Uppsala, P O Box 1520, SE-751 45
Uppsala, Sweden (Visiting address:
Sysslomansgatan 7), Tel. +46 18 16
95 00, Fax +46 18 69 30 59, E-mail:
lpi@life-peace.org or visit LPI’s web
site, www.life-peace.org
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Experiences from a Minor Field
Study in Vietnam

by Ulrika Tjälldén

As an animal husbandry
student I find it very im-
portant to know how
people in other parts of the
world look on their ani-
mals. What do they value
in their domestic breeds?
Do they value the same
production traits as we do
or do they have other
preferences? How much do
cultural  considerations
influence their choice of
breed? Many questions
could be asked. No matter
how much I study here, or
how much I try to under-
stand, I could never learn
the answers to my ques-
tions without travelling
outside Sweden.

It all started with a fellow-student of
mine, who wanted to do an MFS. She
had talked to her supervisor and was

thrilled with the idea. She nagged me
about going with her, and although I was
not too keen in the beginning, I eventu-
ally agreed to apply for an MFS in Viet-
nam. Ironically, my friend was too old to
go on a MFS, so I ended up going alone.

Background
Farm animals provide people with food,
draught power, manure, fibre, hides and
so on. As farmers around the world have
different reasons for breeding and rear-
ing certain species, they also have dif-
ferent reasons for choosing different
breeds. The reasons may vary: the local
breeds may be better adapted to the
unique local environment (climate, ter-
rain, disease, management and feed-re-
lated factors). For example, in ways of
finding feed, how fast they grow, how
much fat they put on their bodies com-
pared to the amount of feed they eat,
the way the mothers take care of their
young, the ability to survive predators,
disease resistance, the ability to produce
even during extreme conditions e.g.
drought or cold, etc. There are also cul-

tural and historical factors that influence
the choice of animals.

My study
In rural areas of Vietnam, livestock make
an important contribution to cash in-
come. Local breeds are well adapted to
the local conditions, but many of them
are today endangered. The purpose of
my work was to learn about what farm-
ers in Vietnam think about local breeds.
Why do they keep local breeds and
what do they think are the advantages
of local breeds? What do the farmers
think about the future of local breeds?
Another reason for this MFS was to
share experiences with Master of Sci-
ence students from Vietnam.

I was invited to do my MFS by the
National Institute of Animal Husbandry

Farmer with his water buffaloes in Bavi area. Photo: Ulrika Tjälldén
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(NIAH), which is a governmental re-
search institute located in the north-
western outskirts of Hanoi. The insti-
tute does research on livestock produc-
tion, informs farmers about new tech-
nology, trains graduates and post-gradu-
ates and establishes international coop-
eration in animal husbandry research and
development.

The study was based on interviews
with small-scale farmers in villages close
to the northern outskirts of Hanoi and
in Bavi area. Bavi is a mountainous area
about 45 km north-west of Hanoi. I in-
terviewed each farmer (27 in Hanoi and
32 in Bavi) for about half an hour.

My host in Bavi was the Goat and
Rabbit Research Centre (GRRC), which
is a research centre of NIAH. It was thrill-
ing to be able to go around there, in the
“real” countryside, especially since we
were driving around at top speed on a
motorbike! The area is really scenic, but
unfortunately the scenery alone does
not fill any stomachs.

In Hanoi we visited 4-6 farmers per
day. We visited a new village every day
and interviewed the farmers between 11
and 2 o’clock, when they were in for
lunch. This meant that we had to work
very fast. I also visited farms with other
animals besides local breeds, so that I
could see the differences between farms.
It was obvious that the farmers had a lot
to say and that they wanted to talk, be-
cause they kept on talking even after all
the questions were asked and the inter-
view was over with.

At this period it was also very COLD,
with record low temperatures. I don’t
think I have ever frozen so much in my
entire life as I did in Vietnam. The tem-
perature dropped down to perhaps
+10°C. When I first arrived in Vietnam, I
was surprised to read in the newspaper
that there was a catastrophe up north
where a lot of water buffaloes had fro-
zen to death. I had difficulties in believ-
ing that animals would freeze to death
when the temperature was above zero,
but I soon realised that with the rain and
humidity, it was COLD. I wore ALL my
clothes at night, and I had to buy myself
a pair of long underwear, size XXXXL.
What a difference the sunshine made
when it eventually showed up!

Coming up to the mountains I experi-
enced a different part of Vietnam. As I
mentioned before, it was very scenic and
I really enjoyed my stay up there. The
farms were not situated in villages, as
they were in Hanoi, but were more
spread out as single units in the sur-
roundings.

Results
The results I got were mainly as ex-
pected. Farmers’ opinions about keep-
ing local breeds differed somewhat be-
tween the two areas. In Bavi it was im-
portant that the animals could be fed on
what was available on the farm. In Hanoi
the raising of animals was dictated much
more by economic considerations. All
farmers in Hanoi agreed that the condi-
tions for livestock were better now, with

more knowledge about raising animals
and with better conditions in animal
health, feeds, breeds, technology, and
capital. As a result, productivity is higher
now.

The main reasons for keeping indig-
enous breeds are the same as their ad-
vantages; they are easy to keep and
raise, do not require good conditions in
feeding, housing and technology, pro-
vide good quality products and invest-
ment costs are low. The main advantage
for keeping local breeds is that they are
well adapted to the local conditions and
more resistant to certain diseases.

The productivity of local breeds is
lower than exotics, and even if the qual-
ity of the products often is considered
to be better, this is not enough to make
the farmers choose to keep local breeds.
However, it is too difficult to raise pure
exotic breeds, so most farmers cross the
local breeds with exotic breeds to get
higher productivity but still keep the
adaptive traits of the local animal. The
future of local breeds depends on the
farmers’ situation, that is, if the farmer
has good enough conditions to keep
exotic breeds, he will do so. The farmers
in Bavi did not see any risks with exotic
animals, which was surprising. Maybe
the question was misunderstood, as
there ought to have been some kind of
hesitation towards the new breeds and
way of farming. In Hanoi, two thirds of
the farmers interviewed thought that the
risk of disease was the major concern.

Conclusion
Most farmers cross local breeds with
exotic breeds, which I consider to be a
dangerous situation. For example, only
20% of the local Mong Cai sows are bred
with a Mong Cai boar. This means that
the number of Mong Cai pigs is decreas-
ing at an alarming rate. I brought this up
at the GRRC and NIAH, but nobody
seemed to be worried about the risk  that
the Mong Cai would disappear. I was
told that there are so many Mong Cai
pigs out there, and if more Mong Cai
sows are needed it is easy to go to the
mountains to get  pure bred Mong Cais.
In my opinion, I doubt it is that easy.
The situation is similar for all local
breeds. The Ri chicken is the only local
breed that is increasing, due to its good
quality meat.

Interviewing in Hanoi. Photo: Ulrika Tjälldén
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People in Vietnam didn’t
see the risks in losing the
local breeds, they only see
the positive aspects of
high-producing animals. I
was a little surprised that
there did not seem to be any
doubts about  investing in
high-producing animals,
and the ambition was  to get
money to invest in exotics.
The risks and losses are
there, I know, but I just
could not get through to
them, as their main aim was
to increase production and
productivity. It is obvious
that the country is in a build-
ing, expanding phase. I got
the feeling that this is how
the situation must have
been in Sweden in the 1950’s
and 60’s. Conservation and
sustainability do not seem
to be very important. The
most important thing is
daily cash income, and that,
from poor peoples’ point of
view, I really do understand.

When the need for high
production is increasing,
the temptation is to focus
on the production outcome,
i.e. for example to look at the
size of the product instead
of looking at the total economic situa-
tion - what the farmer has left after in-
come from sales minus inputs. Cross-
breeding of course is tempting for the
farmer, but who keeps the pure breeds?
Will anybody do that? If the genetic
variation is kept, the future need for con-
servation actions will be reduced. It is
cheaper and safer to start conservation
in big herds, while the population is still
very variable, than to wait until the num-
ber (especially the effective number) of
the population has decreased and with
that, genetic variation lost. The most
rational and sustainable way to conserve
animal genetic resources is to ensure that
locally adapted breeds remain a func-
tional part of production systems.

Political decisions could have rapid
and dramatic consequences on the eco-
nomic values of certain traits. The uses
of farm animals have changed over time,
and we don’t know what the future

needs will be. So let us be certain there
is a choice in the future, by ensuring
that local breeds exist as a stock of traits!

I believe that I have learnt very much
about farming in Vietnam and their local
breeds, but I think that the most impor-
tant knowledge I gained in Vietnam was
an understanding of how and why frus-
trating situations arise and how to deal
with them. There were many things about
the interviewing that were difficult to
imagine before I left Sweden. I found it
difficult to get accurate answers to my
questions, due to cultural, linguistic and
personal reasons. There were many
questions I would have liked to ask the
farmers, but the language was a barrier.
My interpreters really tried to please me,
but they sometimes could not under-
stand what I wanted to ask (and why I
was interested in a certain thing).

It was very interesting to be able to
come close to the farmers, and to see

how people lived their
lives. I could never have
experienced this as a regu-
lar tourist, even though I
tried that too. The people
who assisted me were re-
ally nice and helpful, and
very well organised. I am
forever grateful to every-
body there!

I am also very happy
that the people from NIAH
took very good care of me
during my stay in Hanoi.
The celebrations for the
New Year (Tet) took place
during my stay, and I am
very happy to have been
able to take part in these
celebrations.

I always felt safe in
Hanoi, even though I was
a single female. At first the
intense traffic was a shock
to me, but soon I learnt that
if I kept moving slowly
without stopping the traf-
fic would flow around me
just like a river. All the
Internet Cafés were a
blessing, as I could com-
municate with my friends
and relatives there. Actu-
ally, I believe that if you
are single, you are better

off in Hanoi than in a small country town.
Hanoi is such a kind, innocent and fast-
developing city, you cannot do anything
but love it!

I REALLY recommend people who
have the opportunity, to do an MFS. It
is an excellent way of learning about a
new country, yourself, and what it is like
to work under difficult circumstances.
Today, I am really happy that I took the
chance, and I will never regret it. There
are so many things that you learn, things
you cannot describe in words. It has to
be experienced!

In Hanoi City. Photo: Ulrika Tjälldén
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MFS reports completed in 1999

No.
63. Simelton, Elisabeth. 1999. Understanding upland farming in relation to soil conservation, using

participatory research methods. Northern Vietnam as a case study.
64. Börjesson, Erika & Fridström, Anders. 1999. Potential release of acidifying substances from sur-

face soils in the Plain of Reeds in Vietnam.
65. Gebrezghi, Mesgena. 1999. Ground water exploration in the Darotay area of Anseba region, Eritrea.
66. Ericsson, Kerstin & Karlsson, Gunilla. 1999. Pearl millet in the Western Province of Zambia –

Small-scale farmers’ experiences of growing improved and local varieties.
67. Pettersson, Camilla & Strömberg, Helena. 1999. Spatial Variations in Benthic Macrofauna and

Nutrients Dynamics in a Mangrove Forest Subject to Deforestation.
68. Rehnström, Malin. 1999. Zero grazing and Soil Erosion in Kondoa Eroded Area, Tanzania.
69. Welander, Anne. 1999. A Survey of the Goat Production Systems in Ba Vi District in Northern

Vietnam.
70. Schmidtbauer, Pia & Tidåker, Pernilla. 1999. Yield Estimations in Swamp Rice Related to Cultiva-

tion Practice in Guinea-Bissau.
71. Bertram.Silke & Broman, Carl Magnus. 1999. Assessment of Soils and Geomorphology in central

Namibia.
72. Jonasson, Anna. 1999. Dry Matter intake and potential use of locally available feed resources for

goats in Vietnam.
73. Brundin, Jennie & Karlsson, Patrik. 1999.  Browse and Browsers in South-Western Kalahari.
74. Johansson, Maria. 1999. The Baobab tree in Kondoa Irangi Hills, Tanzania.
75. Hansson, Anna & Petersens, Ebba Af. 1999. Water and nutrient flows within a small-scale farming

system in a catchment in the highlands of northern Vietnam.
76. Eriksson, Maria & Jonsson, Sofia. 1999. The Introduction of Liquid Chromatography for the Deter-

mination of Carbamate and Organophosphate Pesticides at Can Tho Agriculture University.
77. Duveskog, D. 1999. The Andean Lifeline – Irrigation Canals. An Exploratory Study of Management

and Use of Water Resource in El Angel Watershed, Carchi, Ecuador.
78. Hallgren, Lisa & Johansson, Anna. 1999. Analysing and cover changes in the Caprivi Strip, Namibia,

using Landsat TM and Spot XS imagery.
79. Rosell, Staffan. 1999. Land use changes and rural livelihoods – a case study in Nyambwani

village, Malawi.
80. Enberg, Sofia, Lundkvist, E. & Ullén, Linda. 1999. Methodology for Determination of Trihalomethanes

in Chlorinated Drinking Water in Ho Chi Minh City.
81. Grudin, Ingela & Holmberg. Christina. 1999. How to improve the water quality in Kodaikanal Lake,

Tamil Nadu, India.
82. Lundgren, Henrik. 1999. Socio-economic effects of tourism and nature conservation in Namibia.

A case study of an Integrated Conservation-Development Project in Warmquelle community.
83. Nilsson, Mikaela. 1999. People, Trees and the Management of Natural Resources. An exploratory

study with farmers in the Colonisation Zone of Santa Cruz, Bolivia.
84. Nordesjö, Bodil. A survey of the Brucellosis status of dairy cows in the Hanoi peri-urban area.
85. Franzén, Helena & Skott, Fredrik. 1999. A study of the use and functioning of urine-diverting dry

toilets in Cuernavaca, Mexico. – Virus survival, user attitudes and behaviours.
86. Hedman, Fredrik & Strandberg, Fredrik. 1999. Characteristics and Nutrient Dynamics of Sediment

from two Mangrove Ecosystems with different Degree of Human Influence.
87. Nilsson, Mikaela. 1999. Gente, Arboles y el Manejo de Recursos Naturales. Un estudio exploratorio

con campesinos en la zona de colonización de Santa Cruz, Bolivia.
88. Blomberg, Anna & Brumér, Cecilia. 1999. Why are there so few female farmer field workers?

A gender study within an organic cotton project in Zimbabwe.
89. Tjälldén, Ulrika. 1999. Indigenous breeds of domestic animals in northern Vietnam. Opinions of,

and attitudes towards, local breeds among farmers.
90. Andersson, Anne. 1999. Managing Pesticide Risks in Mozambique.
91. Carlander, Anneli & Westrell, Therese. 1999. A microbiological and sociological evaluation of urine-

diverting double-vault latrines in Cam Duc, Vietnam.
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Rural development professionals abroad

BANGLADESH
Bergdahl, Jan HIFAB
Ceder, Björn HIFAB
Hjerpe, Lars HIFAB
Homdrom, Öyvind HIFAB
Hulterström, Benneth HIFAB
Lundberg, Dick HIFAB

BOLIVIA
Eriksson, Hassan UBV
Hansen, Marete UBV
Häger, Nils Stensson SCC NATURA
Hörmander, Peter SCC NATURA
Lustig, Thomas Svalorna
Marklund, Lars-Gunnar SCC NATURA
Nilsson, Annika SCC NATURA
Robertson-Peace, Christina Svalorna
Sjödin, Torbjörn SCC NATURA
Thomsgård, Per SCC NATURA

BOSNIA
Karlsson, Stig AB Delonia

BRAZIL
Dahlstedt, Jarl Alfa Laval Agri
Grimlund, Jan UBV
Johansson, Bo Framtidsjorden
Sevo, Ingrid UBV

CAMBODIA
Hasselskog, Malin UNDP

CHILE
Altrell, Dan FAO
Olsson, Anna UBV
Palselius, Maria Framtidsjorden

CHINA
Gyllerup, Victoria UNDP

COSTA RICA
Ferroukhi, Lyès FAO
Mariño, Manuel Utan Gränser/SCC
Nilsson, Margareta Sida

DOMINICAN REPUBLIC
De Moya José SCC NATURA

ECUADOR
Carlsson, Eva-Lotta UBV

EL SALVADOR
Aliaga, Elisabeth UBV
Hyvänen, Liisa UBV

ETHIOPIA
Barklund, Pia SLU
Folkesson, Börje ORGUT-DANAGRO
Hjelm, Birger SLU
Lidvall, Göte ORGUT-DANAGRO
McKilligan, Hector ORGUT-DANAGRO
Skoog, Daag SLU

GEORGIA
Melander, Emma UNDP

GUATEMALA
Adelståhl, Charlotta UNICEF

HUNGARY
Adeberg, Johan Alfa Laval Agri

INDIA
Kahlili, Malek Alfa Laval Agri
Sharma, Ram SCC NATURA

ITALY
Eriksson, Ingemar FAO HQ

KENYA
Adelstål, Bernt Utan Gränser/SCC
Barklund, Åke Sida/RELMA
Genberg, Björn Utan Gränser/SCC
Grunder, Martin Sida
Holding, Christine Sida
Karlén, Lars Sida
Kerje, Torbjörn Sida
Kimanzu, Norman Vi-skogen
Nycander, Charlotte Sida
Prytz, Louise Sida/RELMA
Rockström, Johan Sida
Shone, Gedion Sida
Suazo-Toro, Jorge Vi-skogen

LAOS
Andersson, Hans SCC NATURA/ÅF-SMG
Collins-Falk, Anna SCC NATURA/ÅF-SMG
Danielsson, Birgitta SCC NATURA/ÅF-SMG
Ekelund, Stefan HIFAB
Frykman, Bengt SCC NATURA/ÅF-SMG
Grönlund, Henrik HIFAB
Gustafsson, Rolf HIFAB
Haque, Aminul HIFAB
Hussain, Belal HIFAB
Jones, Peter SCC NATURA/ÅF-SMG
Jämtén, Lars HIFAB
Kuronen, Voitto HIFAB
Lindkvist, Rickard HIFAB
Mossberg, Carl-Gustav SCC NATURA/ÅF-SMG
Mårdbrink, Kent HIFAB
Novén, Jonas SCC NATURA/ÅF-SMG
Nordin, Christer HIFAB
Nyberg, Boel UNICEF
Overgoor, Paul SCC NATURA/ÅF-SMG
Raintree, Robert SCC NATURA/ÅF-SMG
Swe, Tint HIFAB
Trethewie, Robert SCC NATURA/ÅF-SMG
Woodbridge, Jeff HIFAB
Åhlander, Jan HIFAB

LATVIA
Rosenqvist, Bo SwedeAgri AB

LITHUANIA
Lundin, Sten-Rune SwedeAgri AB

MOZAMBIQUE
Backman, Per Swedesurvey AB
Blid, Nina Africa Groups of Sweden
Bergman, Per Olof SWEDEC
Bruylandt, Marianne SWEDEC
Bäckström, Arne Africa Groups of Sweden
Cuellar, Melinda F. S. ORGUT
Gustavsson, Gert Agne SWEDEC
Siikanen, Petri Africa Groups of Sweden
Silva Pérez, Rolando Africa Groups of Sweden
Spännar, Gunnar Swedesurvey AB
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NAMIBIA
Klintenberg, Patrik Sida

NICARAGUA
Axelsson, Helen HIFAB/KM
Axelsson, Johan HIFAB/KM
Cederlund, Emma HIFAB/KM
Eriksson, Lena UBV
Färnström, Gun UBV
Löfqvist, Hans HIFAB/KM
Pettersson, Peter Forum Syd
Ström, Claes HIFAB/KM
Sundqvist, Bo Utan Gränser/SCC

PERU
Mulder, Johan ORGUT
Pipitone, Agusto ORGUT
Williams, Gwen ORGUT

POLAND
Hallgren, Hans Alfa Laval Agri

PHILIPPINES
Lundgren, Ricard Swedesurvey AB

RUSSIA
Bergstrand, Stefan SwedeAgri AB
Olsson, Åke Swedesurvey AB
Sacchi, Paolo Alfa Laval Agri

SAUDI ARABIA
Wetterstrand, Torbjörn Alfa Laval Agri

SOUTH AFRICA
Eriksson, Tor HIFAB

SWITZERLAND
Richardson, Gabriella IUCN

TANZANIA
Andersson, Roger ORGUT
Andersson, Tomas Sida
Bergström, Marie HIFAB
Eilertsson, Bertil HIFAB
Ericsson, Gösta ORGUT
Hedquist, Maria ORGUT
Johansson, Fredrik Forum Syd
Johansson, Karl-Erik Vi-skogen
Keil, Peter Forum Syd
Kimanzu, Norman Vi-skogen
Kuchar, Peter ORGUT
Laakso, Raimo Vi-skogen
Mowforth, Linnea ORGUT
Nilsson, Ann-Louise Forum Syd
Nordén, Lars-Gösta Vi-skogen
Nordström, Maria ORGUT
Ohlsson, Eva ORGUT
Pettersson, Malin ORGUT
Pettersson, Ole Vi-skogen
Rege, Sigurd HIFAB
Rödin, Kjell ORGUT
Sjö, Hans HIFAB
Sävfors, Eva HIFAB
Viking, Nils ORGUT
Öckerman, Torbjörn ORGUT

THAILAND
Obrovac, Julia Mekong Secretariat

THE UKRAINE
Svantesson, Per Alfa Laval Agri
Uthas, Åke Swedesurvey AB

TURKEY
Wennerberg, Per Alfa Laval Agri

UGANDA
Fagerberg, Nils Vi-skogen
Johansson, Elisabeth Vi-skogen
Kimanzu, Norman Vi-skogen

UZBEKISTAN
Kallin, Robert Swedesurvey AB

VIETNAM
Atterhög, Mikael Swedesurvey AB
Berlekom, Maria SCC NATURA
George, Sabu SCC NATURA
Green, Hans ORGUT
Grieser-Johns, Andrew ORGUT
Hansson, Björn SCC NATURA
Hindsén, Göran ORGUT
Koenraads, Heleen ORGUT
Lager, Bo SCC NATURA
Lindskog, Eva Jaakko Pöyry Consulting AB
Nilsson Axberg, Göran Jaakko Pöyry Consulting AB
O’Reilly, Sheelagh SCC NATURA
Palmqvist, Gösta Swedesurvey AB
Shanks, Edwin SCC NATURA
Smith, William SCC NATURA

ZAMBIA
Appell-Jonsson, Eva ORGUT
Benkovic, Ingrid SILVINOVA
Brånedal-Sund, Birgitta HIFAB
Eriksson, Pär HIFAB
Hast, Mirjam SILVINOVA
Johansson, Bo Utan Gränser/SCC
Jonsson, Lars-Ove ORGUT
Keen, Anders HIFAB
Oscarsson, Per ORGUT
Otteby, Olle TERRA NOVA
Sellström, Klas ORGUT
Tato, Kebede ORGUT
Verma, Bhola Nath Svalöf Weibull AB

ZIMBABWE
Ahlberg, Per Olof HIFAB
Brdarski, Marija Utan Gränser/SCC
Einarsson, Jörgen Forum Syd
Einarsson, Laila Forum Syd
Enarsson, Sven Utan Gränser/SCC
Finnström, Åke Swedesurvey AB
Hansson, Elisabeth Vi Unga (Forum Syd)
Kullberg, Mats Sida
Lilja, Tove FAO
Markhé, Gunilla Forum Syd
Markhé, Lars-Erik Forum Syd
Nilsson, David HIFAB
Nilsson, Nils-Göran Swedesurvey AB
Sylvan, Nils Forum Syd
Torkelsson, Åsa FAO
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