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Dear Readers

Welcome to Field Exchange 7. A strong theme running throughout this
edition is community participation in emergency surveillance,
programme planning and response. We also have an article from
CONCERN describing its intervention in Kosovo, the author justifies
the relative low interest given to this crisis by organisations and
journals dedicated to nutrition issues. This article also highlights
the responde of neighbouring communities to the fleeing refugees.

We have an article about the role of community resource people from
the Beja tribe in the Red Sea State in northern Sudan in providing
famine early warning information. These information providers
constitute an invaluable resource for their isolated and
marginalised communities and provide an information outreach which
would be hard to replicate through other means at such low cost.

Another article details the success of a community managed emergency
feeding programme in pest and flood-stricken central Tanzania.
Limited food aid resources determined the need to target a maximum
of 60% of households in the two regions. Targeting was successfully
managed by the community who elected a village relief committee
which developed village specific selection criteria. The system was
found to be transparent, accountable and fair. 

Community efforts were also mobilised in response to the appalling
Bangladeshi floods last year. An article by the IFRC delegate for
Bangladesh documents how much of the distributed food came from
local benefactors while community knowledge of local seed varieties
was pivotal in the post-flood rehabilitation phase.

This edition of field exchange carries a summary of the ALNAP study
on beneficiary participation in emergency programmes in southern
Sudan last year. The importance of community participation in
programme planning and implementation is highlighted through a
number of case-studies. 

A visit by the ENN co-ordinator to southern Sudan in May lead to a
further field level article ‘Food Preparation an obstacle to
education’. This article suggests that the amount of time spent in
emergency situations manually pounding cereals and grinding grain
consumes much time spent by women and girls on food preparation. The
population in question traditionally ate sorghum the provision of
unmilled grain as part of the general ration has opportunity cost in
terms of time spent in its preparation. As a result, girls who
traditionally carry out this type of activity, had less time to
attend school.

We also have a couple of pieces (including an agency profile) about
the role of Tanzanian church based agencies in emergency response.
Such agencies, especially where they have a long history working
with the community, often fulfil an important role during
emergencies but their work is rarely fully acknowledged while they
receive little technical support from international humanitarian
agencies. 

Finally, we would be very pleased to receive contributions from any
of you working in the Kosovo crisis for publication in the next
Field Exchange. By all accounts there were many unusual aspects of
the emergency and response which we are sure our readers would like
to hear about.
Please drop us a line if you think you may have something for us.

Editors,

Fiona O’Reilly
Jeremy Shoham



Field Article

Background

Bararud lies about 40 miles north west of Wau
town in the Bahr el Ghazal region of Southern
Sudan. In 1997 there was a drought and a

poor harvest in the region, In 1998 there was another
harvest failure. Insecurity and fighting as well as
constant raiding and looting by militias from the
north continues to undermine food security so that
although life has to a large degree gone back to
normal since last years crisis, food as well as general
security is precarious. Last night along with  the rest
of the people in Bararud I fled to the hills on hearing
gunfire which later turned out to be a drunken soldier
returning from his mother in law’s house. However
the immediate flight to safety is a sign of the general
insecurity and the level of nervous readiness, which
has become part and parcel of everyday life.

Bararud currently has a population up of about 3500
which increased by about one third after fighting in
Wau in January 98. As one walks from the airstrip
through the dispersed toukels, there is a feeling that
normal life is going on. People are cultivating the
land immediately surrounding their toukels and
women and girls are pounding grain in preparation
for the main meal of the day. 

Bararud is part of the ironstone plateau food
economy zone. This area is sparsely populated and
contains a range of ethnic groups. Bararud, which is
in Wau County, is dominated by the Jurchol, a Nilotic
group, more commonly known as the Luo or Jur. The
relative importance of different food sources in a
normal year for Wau County residents is represented
in figure 1. Sorghum is the main crop but sesame and

groundnut are also of significant importance During a
bad year only 3 to 5 sacks of Sorghum are harvested
(a quarter of household needs). Households plant an
average of 4 feddans. In good years when drought
and insecurity have not prevailed the Ironstone
plateau is a self sufficient or food surplus producing
area. 

Walking past one compound comprising 3 toukles
and a small amount of land the women were keen to
stop their chores and talk. They explained that the
crops normally cultivated in the area were Sorghum,
Maize, Simsim, ground nuts, cassava and Millet.
Vegetables such as Cassava leaves, cowpeas pumpkin
leaves and green peas also contributed significantly
to the diet. While we were sitting chatting with or
hosts, children were collecting familiar wild foods,
which although part of the normal diet are heavily
relied on at times of extreme food stress. Samples of
some wild foods picked and presented by the
children were as follows; Uhding (Gynandropsis
gynandra), arugo (Hibiscus) and root, kudera
(Corchorus in arabic / ayaak in dinka), alana
(petrocarpus lucens) and manyok (Commelina
benegalensis). All of these are leaves except arugo
which is both leaves and root.

We ate lulu as we chatted (a delicious wild food with
an avocado like outer layer and a hard nut inside - the
nut is pounded for its oil) The women explained that
they were planting serado, which takes about 3
months to harvest, and maize, which takes longer.
Dura (sorghum), which is a dry season crop take
longer again to harvest. In normal times cow and
goat meat as well as fish would also be part of the

Food Preparation an
Obstacle to Education

This article is written by Betty Kidan Muni who is a field
officer working for SCF with women’s groups in south
Sudan.*

Normal year food economy

Wild food incl. fish

35%

Grain

35%

Non-grain

15%

Meat & milk

5%
Gift & exchange

10%

Figure 1: Household food economy of Wau County
(Source: An Introduction to the Food Economies of Southern
Sudan, WFP/SCF(UK), WFP FEAU ‘98)

Left: Betty Kidan (author of the article) with
Angwet in the women’s association vegetable
garden in Bararud
(Fiona O’Reilly)

Above:Mali,Gao area – Two women pounding
(C. Shirley/UNHCR)

* This article was written with help from Fiona O’Reilly
who was on a field trip in south Sudan
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diet but the level of insecurity has made it difficult to
graze and access livestock or go on fishing
excursions.

After the fighting in Wau in Jan 98 the resulting
increase in the population in Bararud put additional
strain on the food economy of the area. Insecurity has
also reduced access to land for cultivation. The Luo
women explained that last year some families were
worse hit than others and that large families have a
greater capacity for cultivating land and were
therefore less likely to be amongst the most food
insecure. Most food harvested last year was eaten
although some was traded with SCF for WFP food so
that SCF could store these local seeds and
redistribute them at planting time. This seed
exchange strategy, which was undertaken in order to
preserve local seed variety and support peoples
productive capacity, involved the trade of WFP grain
for local seeds at a 3:1 exchange rate in favour of the
local seeds. 

The main strategy to meet food needs as well as
support peoples coping mechanisms has been the
general food distribution. This is implemented by
WFP who target General rations to the vulnerable
households in the area on the bases of household
food economy type assessments. 

A General ration distribution had taken place 2 weeks
previously. However, one of the women explained
that she did not receive the food at this distribution as
she has no husband and was sick on the day so could
not attend. She did not send her children as she was
afraid with all the people at the site that they may not
be safe in the crowds. Wheat was distributed, as has
been the case throughout this year, but the women
complained that this was difficult to pound. 

Pounding is a time consuming activity which turns
some cereal grains like maize and sorghum into flour.
– Wheat grain needs to be ground and the Luo
women pointed out that they can use stones to do this
but that in some area there are no stones so that the
grain has to be pounded. This does not work well as
it becomes sticky and takes a long time. (See picture
of girl pounding). Much of women’s and girl’s time
is taken up pounding grains. All food brought into
southern Sudan by relief agencies is in whole grain
form - none is pre milled. As can be seen from figure
3, WFP recognised the potential loss through damage
to bags of flour as higher than bags of grain. Also the
sheer size of the operation and amounts of food being
brought in would make milling before distribution a
colossal and expensive operation. 

Some women expressed a preference for receiving
unmilled cereal as in this form it is more suitable for
beer making. Sorghum and Maize is preferred over
wheat and takes less time to pound into flour. Most
of the women however complained of the length of
time and energy that goes in to pounding the grain.
The process takes from early morning till about 10 or
11 when the first meal of the day is cooked, this can
be mandazy (a kind of bread) or kisera. Then after
the other chores e.g., collecting firewood and water
and farming activities, pounding begins again for the
preparation of the evening meal. However at times
the whole grain is boiled for the evening meal
(Bollila). The girls in the family spend their time
assisting their mothers with the women’s work ‘ If a
women is unlucky enough to bear only boys she
could be pounding until they marry’, one woman
explained. If there is a chance to send someone to
school the boys will go, as the girls cannot be
released from their heavy burden of duties. 

As the general ration is targeted at women this
involves one or two days spent at the distribution site.
This takes them away from their household and care
duties which predictably fall onto the shoulders of the
girls in the family. Even so, the women expressed
satisfaction that they were responsible for collection
of the food. At present the women said that food from
the general ration distribution is not traded for other
commodities as ‘everything has been put into the
ground so there is nothing else to eat’. In good times
some of the ration may be traded for salt or sugar.
This was confirmed by a trip to the very spartan
market in which there was no sign of relief food.

A brief visit to the local school revealed a clear
majority of boys attending. It also revealed other
obstacles to education, most importantly the lack of
qualified motivated teachers. Children were
enthusiastically turning up for school and staying
there even though no teachers were present. Children
take great pride in going to school and it is seen by
the community as a normalising factor, particularly
post conflict and while living in the midst of such
insecurity. Another factor which reduces the
attendance of girls at school is that they require
uniforms to attend school and are embarrassed to turn
up with out appropriate clothing 

Conclusions
Although provision of a small amount of milled grain
as part of the general ration at particular times of year
may help reduce women’s work load, this article is
not advocating a change in WFP policy on the
distribution of unmilled cereals as part of the general
ration. The intention is rather to highlight the
considerable amount of time taken in the pounding of
unmilled grains. This has consequences, on among

Commodities generally distributed

Cereals: Maize Sorghum Wheat.

Acceptability: Maize and Sorghum are normally cultivated. Wheat will be eaten if there is nothing else
available.

WFP found that the majority of women prefer to receive grain in its unmilled form. Advantages include:

• Long term storage is better
• During airdrops unmilled grain survives better than milled (particularly in the wet).
• Better able to budget with unmilled grain  as the preparation is so labour intensive that women will not

prepare more than  required  so that it lasts longer.
• Various products coming from the   stages of pounding are utilised in differing ways e.g. the chaff form

maize may be set aside and used in brewing or preserved and put away for hard times.

However, some women preferred to receive milled cereals, particularly in the dry season when much time is
spent on water collection.  The reason given was the large amount of time spent pounding the grain to
prepare the daily meal interfered with other activities.

Pulses: Yell peas, split green peas and brown lentils

Acceptability: good

Most appropriate methods of  preparation are  not generally understood by beneficiaries . For example, in
the case of brown lentils it is important to understand that  skins should not be discarded while soaking
prior to cooking reduces cooking time.

Oil

Acceptability: Highly valued

Culturally preferred oil: ground nut, sesame, and shea butter oil.

Source: A.Hudacek Nutrition Assessment Mission Sudan EMOP 5826.01, WFP, Southern Sudan, Nov’98.

Young Girl pounding grain in Bararud
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Research

other things, girls’ education prospects. Women are
the managers of food in the home and are therefore
best placed to determine the value of introducing
local level milling facilities. The consensus among
the women interviewed was that a mill would be a
very beneficial resource and would reduce the time
spent by women and girls engaged in food
preparation. This saved time would free girls for

other important activities, in particular education.

A way forward
Women’s groups in other locations are attempting to
tackle the problem. In Mapel, the women are
supported by SCF in soap making, vegetable garden
production and tailoring. These activities generate
income and the women’s association already has
plans for what to do once they generate enough cash.
Some of the ideas are as follows:

• to buy a grinding mill so that girls can be released
from the home and attend school

• build a school with parents contributing to teachers
payment

• help women who are in difficult circumstances (e.g.
widows), to establish small businesses through
loans.

Obviously it will take quite a time to get enough
funds to realise all these objectives. To get the ball
rolling, outside funding may be necessary. The
community sees the purchase of a grinding mill as a
key step in reducing the workload for women and
releasing girls for education. 

Resources used in writing this article: A.
Hudacek Nutrition Assessment Mission Sudan
EMOP 5826.01, WFP, Southern Sudan, Nov’98.
An Introduction to the Food Economies of
Southern Sudan, WFP/SCF(UK), WFP FEAU ’98.
The Wild Food Database, C Gullick,FEAU, WFP
Nairobi/Lokichokio.

Primary school in
Bararud, predominantly
boys attending 
(Fiona O’Reilly)

The two main purposes of recent research in
southern Sudan conducted by a member of the
Feinstein famine centre were:

• to elevate the approach to assessing trade and
exchange options to the level of household food
security,

• to advance the discussion about the role of relief
in restoring and/or supporting trade and exchange
in the context of southern Sudan. 

The purposes of the study were said to be in keeping
with a number of facts:

i) the GoS has in the past used traders connected to
the military to carry out famine-creating policies
against the southern Sudanese people
ii) there is a widely held stereotype that traders are
opportunistic and exploitative; a view that
underestimates the vital role that traders play in
regional economies
iii) humanitarians rarely display strong business
skills and therefore rarely take trade into
consideration.

The author of the study raises some interesting points
about the role of relief in trade and exchange.
Through a number of examples, she argues that the
role of relief should be to help restore (and not
disrupt) exchange and trade options that have already
been temporarily interrupted by the emergency. For
example:

i) distribution of relief supplies to trading
communities may create conditions for abuse. Relief
items may be sold by the recipient community. The
‘buyer’ community may then resent having to
purchase something that was free to others. This in
turn can lead to thefts from the food aid recipient
community or disruption to future trade activities,
e.g. when the time comes to exchange cattle for
grain. Relief agents therefore need to be aware of
these networks before a distribution and consider a
distribution to both trade–linked communities; 

ii) relief needs to focus more on legitimising trade
which is taking place. For example, the SPLM could
be held accountable for regulating cattle trade in a
more formal fashion, including drawing up official
agreements and commitments from neighbouring
governments that promise to allow cattle trade to
continue. It is the responsibility of the relief
community to come to know the authorities who are
responsible for regulating trade. This might require
small inputs such as sponsoring meetings between
neighbouring county authorities to discuss regulating
taxation or to hold frank discussions with all parties
to clarify the SPLM position in regard to protecting
trade routes, rehabilitating transportation links and
improving security;

iii) there is hope amongst the relief community in the
southern sector that more surpluses of grain and seed
can be mobilised from within southern Sudan to be
distributed as relief. While undoubtedly a good thing
the author has two reservations. 

First, because traditional patterns of subsistence
created an impetus for exchange between two rival
communities, what will happen if those are replaced
by mass production schemes of grain that continue to
support a dependent relief economy and obliterates
any need to maintain mutual relationships with
neighbours. Second, if the idea is to transport large
quantities of grain/seed from places as far away from
Western Equatoria as Bahr el Ghazal, then by using
relief flights the system is not sustainable. Ideally
there would be an independent trucking cooperative
simultaneously supported so that after a number of
seasons the lorries become the property of the drivers
and farmers cooperatives are left to negotiate with
them without donor interference. 

On balance the author of the study believes that there
is not much that relief is suited to do in the areas of
trade and exchange other than come to an
understanding of the trade and exchange options
available and to do everything possible not to hinder
these. 

Reference
Choosing to Trade: Shopping for answers in
southern Sudan by J. Martin, August 15th, 1998
The report is available from the Feinstein
Famine Centre, 96 Packard Avenue, Medford,
MA 02155
email: jmartin@emerald.tufts.edu

Shopping for Answers in Southern Sudan

Draft Report



Research

Page 6 — ENN, Field Exchange, July 99

In emergencies, a marginal or deficient diet for a
pregnant or lactating woman has repercussions
not only for her own health, but also for the

health of the unborn, and the young infant. 

Various international non–governmental
organisations have a specific policy to address the
needs of pregnant and lactating women in relief
situations. 

Oxfam and Save The Children Fund focus upon food
security at household level as a criteria for selecting
beneficiaries for supplementation programmes. The
basic assumption is that the economically vulnerable
should be targeted and that intra–household
distribution will benefit pregnant and lactating
women. In contrast, Médecins Sans Frontières
approaches the assessment of needs for nutrition
intervention in an ‘individual’ way e.g. all women in
their 3rd trimester of pregnancy are included in a
feeding programme as well as (depending on
available resources):

• lactating mothers of malnourished infants
younger than 6 months;

• lactating mothers with young infants whose
breast–milk production has stopped, or is
reduced;

• all lactating mothers up to 6 months after
delivery.

However, the efficacy and impact of these
programmes are frequently unclear due to lack of
consensus on admission criteria, lack of monitoring
of the admitted women, and absence of criteria to
assess the impact of the supplementation programme. 

Dr Mija Tesse Ververs investigated the
appropriateness of various anthropometric indicators
for use in supplementation programmes for pregnant
and lactating women in her thesis for an MSc course
in Public Health in Developing Countries at the
London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine.

The following is a summary of her findings.

Pregnancy
Mid Upper Arm Circumference (MUAC) is the most
useful measurement for identifying pregnant women
with increased risk of Low Birth Weight (LBW),
Intra Uterine Growth Retardation (IUGR) or foetal/
infant mortality compared to all other anthropometric
indicators investigated (weight–for–gestational–age,
weight gain, absolute weight, pre– or early pregnancy
weight, BMI, pre– or early pregnancy BMI). 

MUAC is relatively stable throughout pregnancy and

Supplementation 
Programmes for

Pregnant and Lactating Women.

Figure 1. The relation between caloric intake, maternal
weight and birth weight.

Calories Maternal weight

Birth weight

1

3 2

Famine conditions: 1,2 and 3 significantly
correlated (p≤0.001)

Non-famine conditions: 1 and 2 significantly
correlated (p≤0.001)

(smaller correlations than in famine conditions)
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independent of gestational age and can therefore be
used in all stages of pregnancy. The measurement is
simple and no other information is required. 

Suggested cut–off points for risk vary by country and
range from 21 to 23 cm. However, these cut–off
points are based on the average MUAC of women in
these countries and therefore may not be relevant to
emergency situations. A more appropriate cut–off
point for selection of women at risk during
emergencies might therefore be closer to 21 cm.

One disadvantage of MUAC is that weight increase,
(accumulation of fat) is not directly reflected in an
increased MUAC. MUAC is therefore not suitable for
monitoring the nutritional status of the individual
pregnant women during the intervention or for
evaluating the impact of the nutritional intervention.
The most suitable indicator for monitoring nutritional
status of pregnant women is weight gain during
pregnancy. This however requires an efficient

antenatal care system. Other indicators like
weight–for–gestational age, weight gain and BMI are
also valid for identifying pregnant women at risk, but
these indicators have no particular advantages above
MUAC. Moreover, several of these measurements are
not easily made in emergencies, e.g. pre–pregnancy
weight, age of the woman, and require two sets of
measurement. 

Teenage pregnant girls require a different approach
for risk determination as the girls are still growing
themselves. Their metabolism gives priority to the
growth of the tissues involved in the pregnancy.
These girls are therefore at risk of impaired physical
development and, as a consequence, subsequent
pregnancy risks. Height may be an appropriate
measure for selecting at risk teenage girls and
subsequent monitoring.
The intended effect of supplementation during
pregnancy is to increase birthweight via an increase
of maternal weight. Various researchers suggest that

Criteria for inclusion of pregnant and lactating women 
in a nutrition intervention programme in relief situations

(in the form of supplementary feeding on top of general ration distribution)

Include women only on basis
of anthropometry:

Pregnancy
• weight gain of <1.5 kg/month

in 2nd and 3rd trimester

and/or

• MUAC cut-offs of 21-23 cm

Lactation
• MUAC cut-offs of 21-23 cm

and/or

• BMI < 20.3 at birth with
gradual decrease of 0.3
kg/m2 monthly to 18.5 six
months post–partum

and

• mothers with malnourished
infants who are breast fed

Include women only on basis
of anthropometry:

Pregnancy
• weight gain of <1.5 kg/month

in 2nd and 3rd trimester

and/or

• MUAC cut-offs of 21-23 cm

and

• all pregnant teenagers

Lactation
• MUAC cut-offs of 21-23 cm

and/or

• BMI < 20.3 at birth with
gradual decrease of 0.3
kg/m2 monthly to 18.5 six
months post–partum

and

• all lactating mothers with
infantile twins

• mothers with malnourished
infants who are breast fed

• all teenage mothers that
breast feed

• lactating mothers with
malnourished children under
5 years

• mothers with LBW infants

Include:

Pregnancy
• all pregnant women

regardless of anthropometry
and stage of pregnancy

Lactation
• all lactating women

regardless of anthropometry

* Food security in this context is defined as ‘access by all people at all times to
enough food for an active healthy life’. Essential in this is availability of food and
ability of the target group to acquire it.

Food security*

yes

moderate

no

in famine conditions, a direct relationship exists
between maternal dietary intake and birthweight,
without the intermediary step of increasing maternal
weight. This shortcut seems to take place below a
threshold in dietary intake of 1600 – 1750 kcal per
day. The implication is that in famine situations all
pregnant women should be supplemented regardless
of their anthropometric status. The supplementation
should be started as soon as possible, in order to
facilitate the growth of breast, uterus, blood volume,
and fat stores. 

Lactation
Studies on the effect of nutritional supplementation
on lactation performance have yielded inconsistent
results. Milk volume is less subject to change than
the milk composition as a result of supplementation. 

Various researchers have suggested that increased
dietary intake could improve lactation performance
with an initial effect on maternal nutritional status
(weight gain or limited weight loss).

The mother therefore benefits directly from
supplementation through reduced weight loss or an
increased physical activity or work output capacity.

There is no conclusive evidence to indicate which
anthropometric indicator best identifies lactating
women at risk of poor lactational performance in
terms of quantity, or lactating women who might
benefit from a supplementation programme.
However, it appears that MUAC measurements have
the greatest potential for this role. 

Weight loss (more then 600–700 grams/month)
during lactation can also be used as an indicator for
selection of lactating women who might benefit from
a supplementation programme. BMI could have a
similar role (a monthly reduction of 0.3 would
indicate the need for selection) but has no particular
advantage over weight loss.

Summary of implications for
supplementation programmes
MUAC is currently the best tool for screening and
identification of pregnant and lactating women
eligible for supplementation programmes. Weight
gain (or loss) is the best indicator to monitor the
individual pregnant and lactating women enrolled in
a supplementation programme. The impact of a
supplementation programme can be measured by
average weight gain during pregnancy or weight loss
during lactation; 

Areas for future research
Research is needed to establish appropriate MUAC
cut off points for identifying pregnant and lactating
women eligible for supplementation programmes. 

There is also a need for more information on the
impact and importance of improved composition of
breastmilk after supplementation as well as the
importance of an improved nutritional status of the
lactating mother. This will help ascertain the
appropriate priority that should be given to
supplementation programmes for pregnant and
lactating women in emergencies. 

Source: Dr. Mija Tesse Ververs. – "Nutrition
interventions for pregnant and lactating women
in relief situations: the assessment of need and
impact", November 1997. For more information
contact: Saskia van der Kam, Nutritionist
MSF–Holland. Email:
Saskia_vd_Kam@amsterdam.msf.org

The following intervention model is proposed by M.T. Ververs, the author of the thesis:
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Aid and Erosion of Humanitarian Principles in
Sierra Leone

Guinea – Sierra Leonean refugees in the
Gueckeodou region
(L. Jackson/UNHCR)

David Keene’s article which is largely based on a
review of humanitarian agency documents about
Sierra Leone written between 1992–5 and

interviews with agency staff, asserts that at least three
recent developments threaten further erosion of
humanitarian principles in the provision of emergency
relief. 

These developments are:

i) a growing emphasis on the need to repatriate refugees
and the containment of would–be refugees within their
home countries
ii) pressure on aid budgets
iii) the changing nature of contemporary conflicts, i.e.
conflicts are protracted and often highly factionalised
struggles where immediate economic goals often take
precedence over political objectives. 

According to Keene, aid agencies are having difficulty
adapting to this combination of changing circumstances
and there is often a reluctance even to find out about
complicated realities that may call into question tried
and trusted responses. For aid organisations, the chosen
responses must be seen to be appropriate to the needs
that have been recognised and publicised. But it may be
easier to achieve this effect by misrepresenting the
needs, misrepresenting the crisis and indeed by
misrepresenting the response rather than by bringing the
response into line with the actual needs and crisis. 

Using Sierra Leone as a case–study (1991–5), Keene
attempts to show that the aid system failed to deliver the
needs that had been assessed, but that this failure was
effectively disguised and accommodated through a
variety of techniques. For example, the planning figure
of 500,000 agreed in November 1994, was itself some
300,000 fewer than the number WFP felt were displaced
at that time. Also, although the severity of the conflict
was tending to increase over time the level of the ration
was progressively reduced from 350 gms of cereal per
person per day in 1992 to 300 in 1993 and again down
to 200 in 1994 and 1995. 

Distribution was also a major problem. Apart from the
problem of insecurity, aid organisations were working to
a tight budget and frequently did not have the flexibility

to match the rising fees that were paid to truckers by
commercial traders. WFP were facing a major funding
crisis in Sierra Leone, with the crisis in Rwanda taking
attention and resources away and donors supplying only
a fraction of what they had pledged. 

Keene identifies a number of methods that were used to
give the appearance of a relief operation that was
meeting assessed needs. Some of the arguments were
apparently made in good faith while others were not. He
asserts that these methods have been used much more
widely than in Sierra Leone and that understanding them
may help in appreciating how the erosion of
humanitarian principles can be made to seem legitimate. 

Conflating the needy and the accessible
This means conflating the assessment of needs with the
assessment of numbers who can ‘realistically’ be
reached. The 1994 plan to help only 500,000 people
apparently took account of the limited NGO food
distribution capacity and security constraints. Yet this
figure took on a life of its own and according to one
report, there were only 500,000 displaced people in
S.Leone. 

Accepting the constraints
Security constraints were never as immutable as
claimed.

Neglecting the monitoring of aid 
In spite of the diversion of aid, reported to be as much as
60% for some agencies, food aid distributions and
receipts were not carefully monitored or recorded.
Exposing impediments to the actual receipts of relief
would have required investigation and discussion of
many facets of the emergency that major donors were
anxious to dismiss., e.g. the diversion of food aid by
government soldiers and the emergence of economic
interests in continued conflict. 

Emphasising coping strategies
Ration reduction it was said would boost coping
strategies and discourage dependence. Relief to Sierra
Leonean refugees in Guinea and Liberia appears to have
been phased out prematurely on the assumption that they
had become self–sufficient. In reality many returned to
conditions of considerable danger as a result of ration

Published paper

Research
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The last edition of Field Exchange carried a
research item (see box below) on the
importance of wild foods, especially in times

of food insecurity, for the people of southern Sudan.
The article debunked a number of myths about these
foods by showing they are not labour intensive to
prepare, are highly nutritious and have a significant
economic value. Recent research in north–east
Thailand mirrors some of these findings as well as
providing a number of other important perspectives
about these naturally occurring food resources. 

Twenty rural villages in north–east Thailand were
surveyed and one village was studied in depth. The
objective was to identify knowledge about the
hunting and gathering of wild foods and detect any
difference in knowledge based on gender. 

The study found that rural people in north–east
Thailand passed on knowledge of how to hunt and
gather wild plants and animals from generation to
generation. They learn how to survive in the driest
part of the country by supplementing the main staple,
rice, with these wild foods. Wild plants are an
important source of vitamins and minerals. Fish,
small shrimp, snails, frogs, birds and insects are all
good sources of protein and energy. The availability
of these wild foods varies with season and they
usually are important components of the diet when
they are available. Women earn cash from selling
wild foods in the markets which they use to purchase
cultivated and processed foods as well as other wild

foods 

It was noted in the study that villagers have
experienced a decrease in the availability of wild
foods as a result of massive deforestation that has
been going on for years. Some species of plant and
animal have disappeared completely. Even though
women have transplanted a number of species closer
to their homes, many do not survive outside their
natural setting. 

Indigenous knowledge of how to gather wild foods is
most critical to the poor. The knowledge is passed
down in the family. The study found major gender
differences in knowledge of wild foods and methods
of procurement. Women had more knowledge of
gathering plants and insects and of scooping for
shrimp, while men had more knowledge of fishing
and hunting. 

The study concluded that women will be vital in
identifying threatened wild species and in subsequent
conservation efforts, because they realise that forests
and other natural resources are critical to their
survival and the survival of future generations. 

Reference
Somnasang. P, Moreno. G and Chusil. K (1998);
Indigenous knowledge of wild food hunting and
gathering in north–east Thailand; Food and
Nutrition Bulletin, Vol 19, no 4, pp 359–365. 

Wild Foods – More Evidence for their
Importance in the Diet
Published paper
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Dear Readers, please note that the research on which the article Wild Foods –
Blessing or Burden? in the last issue of Field Exchange was based, was
supported by SCF(UK) and WFP. Also we made a special effort in this article to
demonstrate our misspelling abilities, here’s our masterpieces (correct spellings in
bold): 

eakuadhai akuadha
eayaaki ayaak
eakiyai akiya
Nandea Latifonda Nauclea latifolia
dheik dhietz dheik dheik
Petrocarpus lucerus Petrocarpus lucens 
amera anuera
Portulaca anadrifida Portulaca quadrifida

Thanks to Caroline Gullick for the correct spellings.

Thiamin Deficiency
and Malaria in Adults
from Southeast Asia

Published Paper

Field Exchange 5 contained an article which
described micro–nutrient deficiency problems
amongst Bhutanese refugees in Nepal and how

in spite of marked improvements in the food basket
low levels of these disorders persisted. Although
there is no evidence to link the thiamin deficiency
problem in these camps with specific illnesses, a
recent piece of research in Thailand on the linkage
between malarial infection and thiamin deficiency
suggests that non–dietary factors can play a
significant role in exacerbating thiamin deficiency. 

The prospective study recruited patients with malaria
or other febrile illness to a hospital in Thailand. The
researchers utilised transketolase (an enzyme which
is dependent on thiamin for activity) activity in
erythrocytes as a measure of thiamin status. Twelve
of the 23 patients with severe malaria and 10 of the
54 patients with uncomplicated malaria where found
to have severe thiamin deficiency. The deficiency
was most severe in those patients with cerebral
malaria. 

The following conclusions were drawn in the study:

i) although southeast Asian populations are
particularly susceptible to the development of
thiamin deficiency because of dietary factors like
consumption of polished rice and
thiaminase–containing foods, none of the controls
had thiamin deficiency which suggests that there is
an important relation between malaria infection and
thiamin deficiency. 

ii) the host response to malaria may result in the
depletion of thiamin stores. Malarial infection leads
to a large increase in metabolic demand for glucose
as well as a requirement for increased disposal of
lactate. These stresses may exacerbate an underlying
tendency towards thiamin deficiency. 

iii) this type of study should be repeated in different
populations where malaria is endemic and where
coincidental marginal thiamin deficiency may exist. 

Reference
Krishna. S, et al (1999): Thiamin deficiency and
malaria in adults from Southeast Asia, The
Lancet, vol 353, Feb 13th, 1999

reductions. The failure to deliver the needs that had
been assessed was justified in part with the
contention that relief was not intended to meet
people’s nutritional needs. The ration, claimed WFP
and UNHCR, was simply an income supplement. If
this was its primary function it was difficult to
explain the move from distributing rice to bulgur
wheat, a commodity that was a much less valuable
income supplement than rice. Keene argues that it
was clear that its adoption reflected resource
constraints in light of the considerably lower price of
bulgur on international markets. 

Closely related to the discussions of coping strategies
were concerns about dependency – an enduring
obsession with the UN system in particular. As in
some other relief operations, the masterstroke of
those in charge of faulty operations was to claim
credit for a lack of relief, a failing that could be
presented as cleverly avoiding the negative effects
that relief could bring. 

Keene explains how amid ‘all this jargon and sloppy
language’, no evidence was advanced to support the
suggestion that people were avoiding farming or
other economic activities because of a dependency

syndrome, rather than because they had been
subjected to violence and feared for their safety. He
also describes the impression reading WFP or
UNHCR documents that arguments – some of them
good, some bad and some merely incomprehensible,
– were being picked up and dropped with a view to
justifying a response that has been dictated by more
prosaic resource constraints. 

Reference 
Keene. D (1998); Aid and Violence with Special
Reference to Sierra Leone; Disasters, 1998 22
(4), pp 318–327.
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Aperennial problem for those conducting
nutritional surveys in emergency situations is
the interpretation of high levels of

malnutrition. Are high levels of wasting due to food
insecurity, poor maternal care and/or inadequate
public health measures? Without this knowledge it is
difficult to know which interventions are most
appropriate. A recent study on the potential use of
maternal size in priority setting when combating
childhood malnutrition may chart the way forward
and out of this confusion. 

The objective of the study was to devise a strategy
for assessing the nutritional status of a household and
specifying the major needs in combating childhood
wasting, distinguishing between inadequate food

availability, poor parental care and/or the need for
improved public health measures. 

The study was designed to evaluate the relationship
between children’s wasting, stunting or underweight
and mothers or adult women’s body mass index in
the same household. Data sets from past surveys in
Ethiopia, India and Zimbabwe were used. 
A household was designated as ‘malnourished’ on the
basis of a single child’s weight/height being < –2.0
S.D. or at risk of being malnourished if the Z score
was below – 1.5. Adult women’s BMIs were taken to
signify adequacy of household food availability.
There is an extensive literature showing the response
in adult body weight to a reduction in food intake
and the seasonal fluctuations in adult weights in
developing countries when food availability is known
to be limited. Possible alternative explanations, e.g.
chronic intestinal disease, trace element deficiencies
sufficient to induce anorexia or HIV would have to
be very widespread to explain the patterns observed
in these studies.

Results 
There were wide variations in prevalences of severe,
(BMI<16), moderate (BMI 16–16.9) and marginal
malnutrition (BMI 17–18.4) amongst adult women in
the various study areas. The worst condition was
recorded in India while 18% of women in Zimbabwe
were classified as obese. Similarly wide variation in
the prevalence of child wasting and stunting was
observed with the Indian children again faring worst
and those in Zimbabwe the best. The BMI of mothers
was highly correlated with the BMI of all other adult
women in the same household. 

In this study, households with mothers of normal
body weight but wasted children were designated as
in need of public health measures and improved
parental care rather than enhanced food security. The
distribution of households on this combined basis of
maternal BMI and child nutritional status highlighted
very diverse situations in the various study areas,
with higher proportions of combined maternal and
child malnutrition in India and in some areas of
Ethiopia, while in Zimbabwe only 1–2% of
households presented this condition. 

On this basis the study concluded that the principal
problem in India was food insecurity while in
Zimbabwe household insecurity was rarely apparent,
so public health measures and maternal care were
designated as problems where child malnutrition
existed. In three Ethiopian communities there was a
mixture of needs. 

The study authors assert that this approach not only
considers households as the key for analysis but uses
family data to guide policy. However, they also
caution that whether this approach proves to be of
value will depend on testing it under field conditions. 

Reference
James.P et al (1999): The potential use of
maternal size in priority setting when combating
childhood malnutrition. European Journal of
Clinical Nutrition (1999), Vol 53, pp 112–119

The Potential use of Maternal Size 
in Priority Setting When Combating 

Childhood Malnutrition

Published paper

Ethiopia – Gambella region,
Sudanese (Uduk) refugees in the
Karmi refugee camp.
(S. Errington/UNHCR)
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In Field Exchange 5 we published a summary of
research conducted in Brazil which showed that
cooking in iron pots and pans might increase the

iron content of foods and that this might be a
valuable strategy to help reduce incidence of anaemia
in emergency affected populations. A more recent
study in Ethiopia produced similar results. 

The researchers undertook a community–based
randomised controlled trial to assess the effects of
iron or aluminium cooking pots in young Ethiopian
children. The primary outcomes were change in
children’s haemoglobin concentration, and weight, or
length over the study period. The study also involved
a laboratory analysis of total and available iron in
traditional Ethiopian foods cooked in iron,
aluminium and clay pots. 

Four hundred and seven children, one per household,
were recruited to the study. The change in
haemoglobin concentration was significantly greater
in the iron pot group than in the aluminium–pot
group. The mean difference between the groups in
weight and length gain to 12 months (of age) was 0.1
Kg and 0.6 cm respectively. The laboratory study
showed that total and available iron was greatest in
food cooked in iron pots, except for available iron in
legumes for which there was no difference between
types of pot. 

Interpretation: Ethiopian children fed food from iron
pots had lower rates of anaemia and better growth
than children whose food was cooked in aluminium
pots. Provision of iron cooking pots for households
in less–developed countries may be a useful method
to prevent iron deficiency anaemia. 

Reference
Adish. A et al (1999): Effect of consumption of
food cooked in iron pots on iron status and
growth of young children: a randomised trial.
The Lancet, Vol. 353, pp 712–716, Feb 27th.
1999

More Evidence in Favour of Iron Pots
Published Paper

Ethiopia – Dimma refugee camp,
demonstration of a fuel-saving cooker.
(L. Taylor/UNHCR)

A workshop to explore the potential of indigenous
wild food plants was held in Lokichoggio from 3rd –
5th June 1999.  The workshop was sponsored by
USAID and organised by WFP and CRS.  Around 50
participants from SRRA, SPLM, NGOs and
representatives from institutions working in projects
connected with indigenous food plants attended the
workshop.  Both Sudanese and international
personnel made presentations on, different aspects of
the use and potential of indigenous wild food plants
and research findings in this area.

The  workshop aimed to:
• share knowledge on the use and the potential of

indigenous wild food plants within Southern Sudan
and the region (Kenya, Uganda and Tanzania).

• bring together people from different backgrounds
and from agencies to better understand perception
on indigenous wild food plants.

• promote amongst relief and development workers a
practical understanding and appreciation of a
natural resource available which can be utilised by
a wide range of people in South Sudan.

The main theme throughout was the need for
awareness raising amongst international and national
staff of the value of indigenous resources.  The
importance of recognising the value of, respecting

and building on people’s local knowledge and sharing
scientific and outside knowledge which will
complement and build on local capacity through
formal and informal education.  It was felt that failure
to do this would result in programmes that may in the
long term jeopardise food security rather that enhance
it.

For more information contact: Birgitta
Grosskinsky or Caroline Gullick on
Caroline.Gullick@wfp.org, or Lindsey Davies,
Lindsey.Davies@wfp.org 

Workshop to explore the potential of indigenous
wild food plants (IWFPs) in Southern Sudan

News
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The International Conference on Nutrition (Rome, 1992)
recognised food, health and care as fundamental components
for nutritional well–being. Although this conceptual framework

has been widely adopted in addressing nutrition problems worldwide,
little progress has been made in applying the care component of this
framework to the design, implementation and monitoring of
interventions during nutritional emergencies

Why do some vulnerable groups fare better than others in similar
circumstances? To examine care–related and behavioural aspects of
nutritional vulnerability during emergencies, and to develop
consolidated approaches for identifying, assessing and monitoring
these aspects of nutritional vulnerability, WHO and UNHCR organised
a joint technical consultation on caring for the nutritionally vulnerable
during emergencies (Rome, February 1998).

The consultation provided experts, country representatives, NGOs
working in emergencies, and concerned international and bilateral
agencies with a forum for exchanging information and experiences. In
addition to compiling information on nutritional vulnerability and its
contributing factors, the consultation developed guiding principles for

caring for the nutritionally vulnerable during emergencies.

As recommended during the consultation, further development of the
guiding principles and practical tools for translating them into policy
and programmes are under way. A background review document
prepared for the consultation (WHO/NHD/99.6) and an annotated
bibliography on caring for the nutritionally vulnerable during
emergencies (WHO/NHD/99.5) will become available soon.

For more information contact:
Chizuru Nishida
Department of Nutrition for Health & Development (NHD)
Sustainable Development & Healthy Environments (SDE)
World Health Organisation
Avenue Appia 20
CH–1211 Geneva 27
Telephone: + 41.22.791.3317/3455
Facsimile: + 41.22.791.4156
Email: nishidac@who.int
NHD website: http://www.who.int/nut/

Guiding Principles for Caring for the 
Nutritionally Vulnerable During Emergencies

The chronic nutritional emergency in Central Mandera,
north east Kenya, was the subject of an article in the last
Field Exchange. Lourdes Vasquez of MSF Spain

asserted that emergency selective feeding programmes (SFPs)
were no solution to the chronic problems in the area and that
without considerable development initiatives such measures
will remain nothing more than palliatives in a cycle of soaring
rates of malnutrition temporarily reduced by sporadic
emergency interventions. The dramatic results of a recent nutritional
survey conducted by MSF Spain lend considerable weight to her
arguments and conclusions. 

The survey, which was conducted in May 1999 found a 39.2% rate of
global acute malnutrition with 6.9% severe wasting. This is compared
with a global acute malnutrition (GAM) rate of only 21% in November
1998 when MSF Spain stopped their emergency selective feeding
programme. The results of this survey have prompted the MSF Spain
country director to make an appeal for development programmes in the
district. 

He argues that the GAM of 21% recorded in November 1998 is a
normal rate for the district where malnutrition has become a chronic
problem. This is caused by recurrent drought and floods over the last
decade during which many pastoralists lost all their livestock. The
population has therefore become destitute with many moving to
Mandera town to eke out a living selling firewood or grass. Many of
the destitute are female headed households that have come from
Somalia years ago. An added problem is that the area has always been
neglected by the Kenyan government and humanitarian agencies. Food

distributions by the government and/or WFP, if implemented, have
been insufficient. In April 1999, people received a 1 kg distribution of
maize per family! UNICEF have excluded the district from their new
5–year plan for Kenya. In the appeal, the MSF Spain country director
complains that what happens in Mandera is what usually happens in
the “arid lands”; short term funds are being released to pull the area
out of an acute crisis phase (due to drought or flood) and back into its
usual chronic difficulties, and then left struggling without assistance
until the next emergency. He argues that what is needed is a joint effort
of NGOs willing to work for a longer time frame in Mandera and
co–ordination between these agencies to avoid duplication and to pool
resources and knowledge. 

The MSF Spain appeal is for both short term measures, e.g. general or
targeted food distributions and medium/longer term programmes, e.g.
livestock re–stocking, seeds and tool distributions, water projects and
income generating schemes. 

For more information contact:
Graham Carrington, DFID East Africa, Upper Hill Road, PO Box
30465, Nairobi

Chronic Malnutrition:
a Problem not Addressed by SFPs

An Appeal for a Development Programme
by MSF Spain in Mandera District, Kenya



Does your agency have an explicit policy
on Infant feeding in emergencies? If not
this document will be of interest to you.
This new publication formulates an
appropriate and widely accepted policy
and strategy statement on infant feeding
in emergencies for humanitarian
agencies. The document was the result of
several meetings in the UK. Participants
included individuals and representatives
from a wide range of agencies concerned
to promote positive and appropriate infant
feeding practices in emergencies. The
document contains original material,
which tries to address some of the
problems and knowledge gaps around this
area. Some examples include; a fact sheet
(ready for distribution in emergency
contexts), a triage approach to decision
making (includes a flow chart of feeding

options), a piece on monitoring and evaluation (including indicators which can be
used in determining progress/impact of an intervention). 

The document was produced by and can be ordered from the ENN; cost
IR£3.00 per copy, discounts available for bulk orders. Limited copies
available.
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Interested in what happens to infants during an
emergency?Wondering what came out of the
Croatia Conference on Infant Feeding in

Emergencies in October ‘98? If so, you will be
interested to hear that a project has emerged from the
Croatia Conference to produce practical training
material on the subject of infant feeding in
emergencies.

The aim is to inform field managers and field
workers about organisational and practical measures
they can take to support mothers’ or carers’ optimal
infant feeding practices and to increase their capacity
to take appropriate action. Support for the project
comes from Linkages (USA), WHO, UNICEF, and
IBFAN.

As part of this project attempt to collect an
“inventory” of different agencies’ and individuals’
experience with infant feeding in emergencies. In
other words, let us know what your experience has
been: what has worked, what has not worked and any
other ideas or comments you have on the subject.
Also let us know if you wish to take part in the
review process.

Send comments asap to Kathy Carter, Mary
Lungaho or to Felicity Savage King, Division of
Child Health and Development, World Health
Organisation, 10, Avenue Appia, CH–1211
Geneva 27. Switzerland.

Infant Feeding in
Emergencies: What is
your Experience? 

Nutrition in Relief and 
Emergencies Course

The International Health Exchange (IHE) and
Merlin are offering a residential training
course for health care professionals on the

subject of nutrition in relief and emergency situations
taking place at the Kingston University in Surrey
between the 15th and 18th of July. 

The course will try to provide health workers with
the skills and knowledge required when working in
emergency  and relief settings and focus on other
nutrition related problems. The course includes an
overview of nutrition surveys and anthropometric
measurement techniques followed by an outline of
response strategies, including general ration
distribution, supplementary and therapeutic feeding
and strategies to support food security. Special cover
will also be given to social and political factors
affecting food security

The training will be given by members of Nutrition
Works, a partnership of six independent nutritionists
who have extensive public nutrition experience.

To apply for the course, please contact Veronica
Johnson at IHE, 8-10 Dryden St, London WC2E
9NA. Note that the cost of the course is £220 for
individuals paying for themselves and £250 for those
paid for by organisations; a deposit of £80 is
required.
For further information about the content of the
course contact: Jacqui Dunn (MERLIN) on +44 0171
487 2505.

HelpAge
Regional Nutritionist 
Africa 
Salary £16,023
Over the past seven years an extensive
research programme has developed
new methodologies of assessing the
nutritional status and vulnerability of
older people.  A nutritionist is now
needed to disseminate the research
findings and promote work that will
improve the nutritional status of older
people.
Based in the HelpAge International
Africa regional office in Nairobi, with
extensive travel in the region, the post-
holder will provide advice, training
and support to NGOs, academic
institutes and governments.  
Required: a qualified nutritionist with
an in depth understanding of nutrition
issues in a developing country and at
least 3 years relevant experience,
preferably some gained with an NGO.
Strong communication, and
coordination skills are important as are
report writing and budget management
skills.  You will need to be fluent in
English and ideally have a working
knowledge of French or Arabic.
Applicants should send their
curriculum vitae to: HelpAge
International, PO Box 14888,
Westlands, Nairobi, Kenya.  Fax:
+254 2 441052 Email:
helpage@net2000ke.com
Applications should be received by
the 30th July 1999.

Jobs
Nutrition Positions starting as soon as possible

Children’s Aid Direct
Nutritionist
Bubanza, Burundi
6 month contract
Qualifications: Formal nutrition qualification (MSc or Bsc)
Experience: ability to run supplementary and therapeutic feeding
programmes; carry out nutritional surveillance; excellent communication
skills; ability to train staff; ability to develop community nutrition
education.
Experience: Minimum of two years overseas experience.
Other requirements: Fluency in French and English

MERLIN
Nutritionist
Kenema, Sierra Leone
2-3 month contract
Qualification: Formal nutrition qualification
Experience: ability to run or take part in therapeutic and supplementary
feeding programmes; ability to train staff; able to live and work in an
insecure environment; day-to-day budget management ensuring budget
allocations from UNHCR and OFDA grants are not exceeded.

UNHCR
Technical Specialists in Health, Food and Nutrition
Kosovo
Minimum of six months or more
UNHCR are looking for candidates with extensive experience in
international public health / epidemiology, and at least a considerable
number of years in managerial and coordination functions.  (Awaiting
further details)

Please send CVs indicating which positions you are interested in and
quoting Field Exchange to Patrick Brooke, International Health Exchange,
8-10 Dryden Street, London WC2E 9NA. Tel: +44 171 836 5833. Fax: +44
171 379 1239. Email: info@ihe.org.uk
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The Kosovo crisis and its deluge of refugees to
neighbouring states have probably filled more
television screens and newspaper column

inches per day than any other political crisis of which
refugees were a major part. Many would argue that it
was disproportionate.

Among organisations and journals dedicated to
nutrition and nutrition issues, the crisis received less
attention than many others. The simple reason is that
the Kosovo crisis, insofar as our interface with it in
neighbouring states has been concerned, was not a
“crisis” in terms of nutrition.
Concern Worldwide sent an assessment team to
Albania on April 4 and it quickly became clear to the
team that there were obvious differences between this
and so many African and Asian emergencies of which
we have had much experience.

People were not dying in Albania; neither of hunger
nor from diseases.

While there were nutritional issues in Albania, they
were not as critical or time-sensitive as in most
refugee contexts. Concern did not call in its nutrition
and health specialists because we were able to draw
on the assessments carried out by other agencies such
as MSF, ACF.

Concern based itself in Kukes in the North East of
Albania and quickly found itself taking charge of
food distributions to refugees in Hasi district north of
Kukes and managing two refugee camps in Hasi
district, one at the town of Krume and one in the
commune of Fajza. Concern also undertook to supply

food to the notoriously dangerous district of Bajram
Curri where bandit gangs rule and previous robbery
of agency equipment and supplies meant that no
agencies currently worked there.

One of the most interesting aspects of the crisis was
the generosity of the Albanian people to the refugees.
They considered them as brethren since the refugees
were Kosovar Albanians. There exist many kin
relationships which cross the border but there was
also a strong sense of ethnic solidarity which
manifested itself in the welcoming of the Kosovar
refugees into the homes of ordinary, mostly poor,
Albanians. Until the NGOs, the Red Cross
organisations and the World Food Programme (WFP)
got their food supply chains running, it was the
Albanian host families who fed the refugees, drawing
on their own usually meagre resources to do so. One
Albanian we knew in Ginaj commune hosted 43
Kosovars in his home!

However, it soon became clear that exploitation was
quickly emerging and where refugees were not
relatives, many Albanian hosting families soon began
to charge significant rents and to evict Kosovars
when they  ran out of money to pay.

Division of Food Responsibilities between the
Main Agencies:
In mid-April in Geneva, discussions were held
between UNHCR, WFP, ICRC and IFRC regarding
the division of labour in food distribution in Albania.
It was decided there that WFP along with their
implementing NGO partners would service the
collective centres and the refugee camps while the
Red Cross would look after host families and

refugees staying with those host families. 

On the ground, as always, realities hold sway. The
Red Cross in Kukes felt that it did not have sufficient
capacity for a large workload and asked Concern to
continue to distribute to the refugees staying with
host families in Hasi district. We have been doing so
until the present.

Concern was one of the few organisations to
distribute to internally displaced persons (IDPs) in
Albania. Serb shelling and incursions at villages such
as Vlahen and Dobruna in Golaj commune (Hasi
district) resulted in displacements in population.
Concern and WFP agreed that these IDPs should be
fed in the same way as the refugees and this ensured
harmony between the local population and the
refugees which was crucial. 

Food Distributions and Registrations:
Food distribution to refugees in the camps, other
collective centres (mosques, schools, barracks,
cultural centres) and with host families was
complicated by a UNHCR directive that NGOs were
not to issue any form of ID or registration cards.
UNHCR protection officers were concerned that
refugees would see any informal or ad-hoc
registrations as formal ones and that it would confuse
the organised registrations they were to carry out
later. The situation was unusual in that very many of
the refugees had had all forms of official
identification taken from them by the Serbs before
they were allowed to leave Kosovo. Issues of
identification and registration were more critical or
important than usual.
Concern used lists and simple paper ration cards to

Field Article

Concern’s Initial Response to the Kosovo Crisis
Connell Foley is part of the Concern Policy Development and Evaluation Directorate and went to Albania as part
of Concern's initial team responding to the Kosovo crisis. He spent five weeks in the Kukes-Krume area as well
as in Tirana assisting in the management of the early stages of the programme.

Delivering WFP wheat to the CONCERN store in Gjimij
(Pieternella Pieterse/CONCERN)
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get around the problem and to ensure that
distributions were fair, efficient and accountable.

Basic Rations:
In the early periods of the emergency, many refugees
were existing on both bread and military rations. The
military rations were readily available from NATO
and could be accessed quickly. In the Krume camp
which Concern managed, the refugees existed
primarily on the military rations, since they had
minimal cooking facilities. They were not being
provided with much fresh produce but since the camp
was on the edge of Krume town, refugees could be
regularly seen walking back from the local market
with bags of fruit and vegetables which were in
reasonable supply.

The WFP basic rations comprised the usual standard
package but in the early weeks of the crisis we had to
be pragmatic and supply whatever was available
since the supply chain from Durres port to the
mountains of Kukes was slow in getting up to the
capacity to match needs. The package was wheat
flour, pulses, oil and  sugar. Of course, there was a
clear understanding that pork meat was inappropriate
for a refugee population which was largely Muslim.

WFP brought in a supply of fortified or consolidated
food (CSB) in late May and wanted NGOs to see
how it might be used or distributed.

UNHCR Food Supplements:
In early May, the UNHCR introduced a proposed
supplement to the existing food provision. They
planned to give each refugee a monthly ration of:

Fresh veg./fruit (2 kg); Onions (2 kg); Potatoes (2
kg); Canned fish/meat (1 kg); Pasta (1 kg); Tomato
sauce (0.5 kg); Jam (0.4 kg).

They wanted WFP’s implementing partners to
purchase the fresh produce locally and then to
distribute it. This resulted in a big discussion over the
impact on local markets, the fact that this was never
done in Africa (so why in Albania?), local
availability, perishability of fresh produce and the
like. Nature of fresh produce would obviously entail
at least a weekly distribution. 

In the end, for the first proposal period (8 May until

30 June) we agreed to provide 2 kg of fruit and
vegetables, 2 kg of onions and 2 kg of potatoes per
person per month. For the second proposal period (1
July to 30 Sept.), this was revised to 1 kg of each per
person per month.

Move to Kosovo:
Concern sent a team into Kosovo itself on June 21
and this team will assess needs with a view towards
providing livelihood support in a specific area for a
limited period of time, that is until refugees are
settled and livelihoods are once more secure. 

The 78-day NATO air campaign ended on June 9th.
More than half of the 800,000 refugees have returned
as of 28th June. In addition to refugees, there are
estimated to be as many as 500,000 internally
displaced emerging from hiding that are returning
home also. 

Humanitarian aid responsibilities are roughly as
follows: UNHCR for humanitarian relief - EU for
reconstruction - the OSCE for human
rights/protection and institution building. 

Kosovo has been devastated. Shelter, health,

demining and food requirements are clear priorities. 
Initial reports suggest that 40-50,000 residential
homes are severely damaged and uninhabitable.
Houses are being assessed for damage.  Most
agencies are looking at medium term repairs to get
the families through the winter - insulating a room -
pitching temporary roofing on partly damaged
houses, providing heaters - repairing what we can for
now.  Full scale rehabilitation and reconstruction will
probably not get under way until after the winter.

Much of the livestock, cattle, horses, pigs were
killed, the corpses now rotting on the side of the road
or in fields. Many wells have been polluted or
deliberately poisoned. Agricultural crop planting and
harvesting have been severely disrupted. Kosovo’s
1998-9 wheat crop, for example, normally on the
order of 300,000 tons was not planted. Very little
domestically produced supplies or produce are
available in the markets.  Emergency food aid may be
necessary for as many as 1.5 million people for one
year or longer.

Concern has based itself in the Pec area of western
Kosovo and is targeting extremely vulnerable
individuals. Our assessment recommended that we

Kukes – Dutch-NATO helicopter delivers
UNHCR supplies

Impromptu trailer park in the centre of Kukes
(Pieternella Pieterse/CONCERN)
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We have been working as field monitors on
the Oxfam Community Situation Indicator
(CSI) project in the Red Sea State (RSS)

for over four years. Oxfam set up this project at the
end of 1994 in recognition of the need for good
information on the food security and livelihood of the
Beja population in this extremely drought prone area
of Sudan. The RSS has a population of approximately
600,000 (based on the 1993 census). The rural
population are very dispersed with many living in
remote and inaccessible areas. 

The CSI project operates largely as an early warning
system for the RSS with information collected on
price of sorghum (dura), price of livestock, terms of
trade between goats and dura, agricultural production,
income sources, health and nutritional information
(from clinics) and, when there is food stress, coping
strategies employed to survive. 

The Beja people are extremely resourceful 
When Oxfam began working in the RSS in 1985
most of the population were pastoralists with large
viable herds of goats, sheep and camels. However, a
succession of drought and food emergencies (the
worst being recorded in 1984) decimated the
livestock population so that the majority of Beja have
had to diversify food and income sources. Most now
cultivate sorghum and are also involved in income
earning activities, e.g. port work in Port Sudan,
charcoal production and other forms of petty trading.
Food security in the RSS has been likened to the
carriage of a coffin, which needs four bearers to be
carried. Similarly, food security and survival in the
RSS now depends on four components:

• livestock,
• agricultural production,
• income and reciprocity between family,
• friends and neighbours. 

The CSI project produces a monthly bulletin which
summarises the food security situation in the RSS.
The information is collected as follows: Community
Resource Persons (CRPs) from 25 sites across the
RSS collect food security and livelihood information.
This work is carried out on a voluntary basis. These
CRPs are selected on the basis of being:

• literate,
• being likely to remain in their area,
• having the respect of the community.

They receive training in Participatory Rapid
Appraisal (PRA) techniques and how to collect
specific kinds of information, e.g. market prices.
Where possible one male and one female CRP are
selected for each site. CRPs fill out a form once a
month. As OXFAM field monitors we visit CRPs on
a monthly basis to collect these forms and to collect
similar data so we can fill out our own ‘Field
Monitor’ forms. We also hold discussions with
community members and visit markets. We think that

a major strength of this type of information system is
that the CRPs enable us to collect data from all over
the state at relatively little cost. In a state like RSS
where infrastructure is so poor, this type of
state–wide information collection is probably only
really feasible using CRPs.

CSI information has regularly highlighted emergency
food security problems and led to further assessments

by agencies like WFP and the Humanitarian Aid
Commission (HAC). However, although the CSI
identified the major looming crisis in 1996 when
terms of trade between sorghum and goats declined
from 1:1 to 1:17 and there was widespread starvation,
the CSI information was not immediately believed by
decision makers. This partly explained the very late
emergency response (starting in mid-1997).

As field monitors we have many thoughts and
feelings about the use of CRPs in an early warning
system which we would like to share with other
readers who may be considering setting up a similar
type of information system. 

Strengths of the CRP system

i) CRPs provide an outreach for collecting
information which would be hard to replicate at
comparable cost by any other means. The CSI
programme is substantially cheaper than comparable
information systems operated in Kordofan and Darfur
provinces.

ii) The process of selecting and training CRPs leads
to much discussion in the community regarding food
security and disaster preparedness activities which
heightens awareness of these issues within the
community. Also, during training of CRPs other
literate members of the community attend so that if
CRPs have to leave or relinquish their posts others
can take their place.

iii) The selection of female CRPs contributes to the
empowerment of women in a society where women
are marginalised and vulnerable. Female CRPs lead
by example and improve the status of women. 

Problems with the CRP system
i) CRPs spend between 3–4 days per month
collecting information and many have requested some
form of incentive payment.

ii) Many CRPs ask for some form of transport
assistance to visit more remote villages. They have
proposed that they be provided with bicycles or
reimbursement for monies spent on buses or lifts. 

iii) CRPs are often refused information by other
NGOs or government agencies on the basis that they
have no status. 

iv) CRPs complain that they continue providing
certain types of information (e.g. morbidity statistics)
for which no feedback or follow-up action seems to
occur. 

‘the CSI identified the major looming crisis in 1996 ... the CSI
information was not immediately believed by decision makers’

The Collection of Early Warning Information 
Through Community Resource People – 

A Case Study from the Red Sea State

By Mahomed Dien, Fatma Musa, Alawia Osman who are field officers for
the Oxfam Community Situation Indicator (CSI) project since its inception
in December 1994.*

* This article was written with help from Jeremy
Shoham who was on a field trip in the Red Sea State
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v) all CRPs feel that they have not received sufficient
training.

vi) it is difficult to find women CRPs as so few
women are literate in Beja society. In the 25 sites we
only have 8 female CRPs.

Conclusions and recommendations
i) We would argue for some form of incentive
payment for CRPs. Other NGOs in the RSS and
Sudan are known to pay community members who
voluntarily assist in village committees with cash or
food. CRPs may spend up to 4 days a month doing
CSI work. 

ii) CRPs should be given an OXFAM identity card
and introduced to relevant agency officials so that
they can access information more easily. 

iii) Greater effort needs to be made to select female
CRPs. We do not think that illiteracy is a reason for
excluding women from this important job. Women
have a perspective on household food security that
men do not have. As they are more home-based they
have a better sense of quality of pasture, local
agricultural production and health and nutrition
problems. Men spend less time at home and are often
far away earning income. They tend to be better able
to give market information. Illiterate women have
learnt to store up and impart a lot of information
orally. They are quite capable of teaming up with
literate males and getting them to fill out the CRP
forms. The more women CRPs the better. 

iv) CRPs should be given stationery and reimbursed
for any travel expenses incurred

v) CRPs should be given regular training. Many have

over two years experience doing this job and are a
valuable asset for their communities. 

vi) There is a big danger that CRPs and those who
provide them with information will lose motivation if
information given is not acted upon. There needs to
be a better response mechanism for the information
provided by CRPs and field monitors. The more
situations in which we and CRPs provide information
on impending crises to no avail the more we all lose
heart. There could come a point at which the system
grinds to a halt due to an exhaustion of good will. A
lesson here surely has to be that there is a
responsibility incumbent on those who set up this
type of information system to ensure that response
mechanisms are in place before setting up the system.
Also, communities should not be asked to collect
types of information for which it is unlikely that there
will be a response. If agencies are not going to

Right, Left & Below:
Beja Nomads in the Red Sea

State (Helen Young)
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As food aid budgets shrink, the concern to
make sure that food aid is utilised by those
who most need it is a legitimate one, and

there is much ink spilt in trying to make sure that
there is a rational, demonstrable and repeatable way
of targeting food to the needy and distributing it in an
equitable way. These targeting systems tend to have
as their focus the need to account to the providers of
the food or decision makers in Government, rather
than ensuring an involvement with the communities
served. This is the case despite the stated aim of most
aid projects to be inclusive and responsive to
communities, as is set out in the Red Cross Code of
Conduct – now signed up to by many agencies.

It is interesting to contrast the provision of food aid
to food insecure populations in rural Africa with the
administration of Social Security benefits in a
developed northern country. In the UK (the system
with which the writer is most familiar) a huge
amount of effort is taken by the state to prescribe
who is entitled to what. However, even with the
massive resources and levels of information available
in the UK, there is still a significant amount of fraud,
and politicians continue to make political capital out
of introducing yet more levels of control into the
system (vouchers instead of cash for example). 

In food distributions in rural Africa, the distributing
agency will often have no power over an individual
(except perhaps the withholding of benefits) and
relatively little information on the people in the
community served. Agencies are still under the same
pressure to control and make sure that the scarce
resources devoted to food aid are used well, and by
those who are most in need. The (usually unspoken)
model by which these actions are judged come from
social security models, which are not appropriate
given the reality of emergency food distributions in
developing countries. Distributing agencies have: no
power, knowledge that essentially comes from
outside the community, limited time and a set of
assumptions about equity and entitlement. These
assumptions are often driven by donor policies set
thousands of miles away.

From the perspective of potential food aid recipients,
the whole process places the recipient in an
uncomfortable position, as each person has to prove
that their hunger is greater than their neighbours
hunger, according to criteria set by outsiders using
rules that have not been discussed and may be poorly
understood. Furthermore, as the resources are seen as
being provided from outside the community, there is
no feeling of ownership and the resources are
scrambled for by all, a situation where there is a real
danger that the poor and most needy will lose out.

Given that food aid decisions are made by donors and
governments remote from affected areas, the ability
of food distributions to be inclusive and centred on
the recipients of the aid is always going to be

difficult. People are subject to outside assessments
and decisions about assistance. It is possible to begin
to get away from the priorities of donors and their
procedures and more towards the priorities of
affected people by devolving as much decision
making as is practical. This is an idea that is
sometimes surprisingly hard to sell, even with the
near universal commitment to people–centred
development. In the example below handing over
power has been shown to have advantages not only in
the efficiency and timeliness of distributions, but also
in their accuracy and equity. 

Community Managed Targeting in Tanzania
In Tanzania, Save the Children Fund and the
Tanganyika Christian Refugee Services (TCRS) have
used a community based approach to try and place as
much power as possible in the hand of the
communities in a food distribution in Singida Region.
The distribution made 13,000MT available to about
450,000 people between October 1998 and April
1999. 

Community managed distributions are not a new
idea, and various ways of carrying them out have
been used. The basic idea behind them is that the
people who receive the food should understand the
targeting criteria being applied, have a say in them,
know how much food is coming, and have a direct
appeal and some control over decision makers.

In Singida the decisions over who was to get the food
and its subsequent distribution was entirely in the
hands of elected members of the community.
Furthermore, distributions would not be given out on
a month by month basis, forcing people to be on
hand every month but be in as much bulk as was
practicable so that people could migrate, pay debts or
whatever was the best option for them.

The methodology first had to be sold to WFP and the
government, as there were concerns expressed that if
the community was left to get on with the
distributions that they would be hijacked by the
powerful, that the ‘needy’ would not get the food and
that the bulk distributions would encourage sale
rather than consumption of the rations.

Once it had been agreed with WFP and central
government, the methodology was introduced to the
regional government. The strength of the method was
immediately seen, and the Regional commissioner
gave instructions that the people in charge of the
distribution should not be ex officio village
government members but an elected committee for
the purpose. This was an important step, as the whole
methodology relies on the communities having
confidence in, and control over the distribution
process.

The decision over which areas were to get the food
were decided on earlier assessments of crop failures

and livestock numbers. This led to the production of
a list of ‘most affected’ villages. 

During the assessments, wealth ranking exercises had
given the impression that about 60% of the
population in the villages that were targeted were
most in need of relief food and so initially 87 villages
were targeted to receive rations for five months, a
first round of a three month ration and a second
round for two months. In the event, ongoing
assessments of vulnerability and harvest prospects led
to the inclusion of more villages and a sliding scale
of ration provision based on anticipated harvest date.
In the end, a total of 187 villages received food aid. 

Stages of Implementation
The first stage of the community managed targeting
process was to send a message through the local
government system giving notice of a public meeting
to be held to discuss the provision of food aid. At the
meeting, facilitators gave notice that food was to
come to the village, that the amount was limited and
that it was for distribution to poor people as there was
not going to be enough to go round. The decisions as
to who would get the food and the distribution was to
be left to an elected committee, which had to have a
man and a woman from each sub–village on it. The
meetings were well attended and it is estimated that
at least one person from each household came. The
election of the committee was by affirmation or a
show of hands and most often people other than the
village government officers were chosen. The
committee then met with the facilitators, who
discussed in more detail the wealth breakdown of the
village and got the committee to come up with
criteria that described the poor of the village. These
criteria varied from place to place. The agreed criteria
were then presented to the meeting and a time set for
a second meeting, to take place once the committee
had registered those to whom the criteria applied. 

A second public meeting was held at a later date
(depending on the time taken to register the villagers
by the committee ) at which the list of those who

Community Managed Targeting of
Emergency Food Aid:
Does it Ever Work?

Malcolm Rideot is the SCF Country Programme Director for Tanzania. He has been
instrumental in establishing the community managed targeting programmes which is the
focus of this article. 

Alternative
Distribution Systems: 
Tanzania – Food
distribution in the
Lumasi camp.
(L. Taylor/UNHCR)
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were to receive food was read out and approved by
the village. The amount of food to be delivered was
again publicly confirmed and a date set for delivery.
The weight of standard scoops (provided) was also
publicly discussed.

The public meetings included the involvement of
SCF and TCRS in the process. The food was
consigned direct to the village from the store and
signed for by the village committee It was then
distributed as per the agreed list.

There Were Some Difficulties
The system is deceptively simple but tying together
the need for public meetings, varying times for
registration in villages and the logistics of dispatch of
food is a major organisational headache, and it was
important to keep the villagers and their committees
informed of any changes as they are an integral part
of the system. 

The system was much appreciated by the recipients
of food who saw it as a fair and dignified system

which was understood and accessible. There were
problems, as many of the population figures were
based on centrally–held statistics that sometimes
turned out to be wildly inaccurate. This necessitated
the delivery of extra food to some places. In a village
where the population estimate had been too high, the
village committee handed back to SCF the excess for
re–allocation. 

The wealth breakdown in the villages gave the
committees a hard job in registration as tough
decisions had to be made. There was some flexibility
in the proportion of the people to receive food, but it
was made clear that simply spreading the food to
everybody would mean that no one got any
meaningful rations. 

The committees by and large did a good job, as was
expected, because they were chosen by their
neighbours and knew the people involved well. There
was one case of a committee holding back food, but
this was sorted out by the villagers who promptly
arrested the committee and made them return the
food. In another instance the committee had to ask
people who had received food to give a proportion
back as the committee had got the arithmetic wrong.
This was done by the recipients without demur as
they had a clear understanding of the mechanics of
the distribution and the entitlements of recipients. 

The Programme Worked
SCF and TCRS were keen to learn how the
distributions could be refined, and also what
happened to the food. There was therefore a
programme of ongoing assessment and distribution
monitoring.

The ‘food basket’ monitoring was aimed at finding
out who had received the food and what they did with
it. A sample of villages were monitored by visits after
the distributions had taken place. It was found that
about 62% of the population received food (target
was 60%) and that most of the food was consumed in
the home, although a significant proportion (7%) was
served to ‘guests’. The people who received food
were the poorer members of the village. The tightness
and accuracy of the targeting exceeded expectations,
although this is perhaps more a reflection of a lack of
faith on the part of SCF and TCRS in the abilities of
communities to organise themselves effectively more
than anything else. 

The programme was judged a success most
importantly by the people who participated in the
programme and it was seen to be fair, honest and
understandable. 

The distributions were also cost effective, as there
was no need to engage large numbers of people to
carry out registrations and distributions. It was fast,
as once villages had set up their committees and
knew what to do, any number of villages could
simultaneously register people and carry out
distributions. 

The programme worked well, and it is interesting to
speculate if it would work as well in a place where
social relationships are not as strong (e.g. in a refugee
camp). The problem with the system is more with
agencies and donors rather than the recipients, as the
system does not mesh well with some reporting
requirements. It is impossible to provide a list of
beneficiaries until all food has been distributed and
the type and number of people that will be served can
only be estimated in advance. The agency managing
the distribution cannot account for the food to the
level of recipient, as the responsibility for distribution

Alternative Distribution Systems:
Tanzania – Benaco Camp, Ngara. (B. Press/UNHCR)
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DFID commissioned an evaluation of the
community–managed targeting programme in
Singida and Dodoma regions of Central

Tanzania in May 1999. As a member of the
evaluation team, I can confirm the very positive
impression of the programme portrayed in the above
article. All stakeholders that I interviewed, e.g.
beneficiaries, village relief committee members and
staff at different levels of government, were satisfied
with the programme. They believed that the system
did target the neediest households and that it was
equitable, transparent and accountable. The system
seemed to work even when only small amounts of
food were available, for example, in Iramba district
where limited food availability meant that only the
poorest 20% of households could be targeted. The
system compared very favourably with the one
implemented the year before which most people were
dissatisfied with. The previous system operated
through village government structures and was not at
all transparent. The result was that certain groups
were favoured above others and that more or less
everyone was given a ration so that the per capita
receipts of food aid were very small and not that
useful to those with genuine large food deficits. 

There also appear to have been some unintended
benefits of this community-managed programme.
First, women became more prominent in public life
at village level and were seen by the men to have
done an excellent job. Many male members of the
community stated that they would vote for some of
these women in subsequent village government
elections. Up until now women have always been in a
minority on village government committees. Second,
regional governments of both Singida and Dodoma
were hoping to retain these village relief committees
for food security work during non–emergency

periods, i.e. following up with vulnerable households
to determine how the community could support these
families. 

While not wishing to minimise the success of this
programme, there were of course some difficulties:

i) as stated in the article, the limited availability of
food aid determined that village relief committees
(VRCs) were directed to register only 60% of
households. In many villages the perception was that
up to 80% of households fitted the selection criteria.
The exclusion of some families therefore placed
considerable strain on VRCs and in a few isolated
cases this led to insecurity at distribution sites; 

ii) population figures for each village were mainly
taken from district level data. These were often
wildly inaccurate (usually under–estimates) so that
amounts of food allocated to villages were too small.
VRCs then either reduced the per capita ration or
under–registered, e.g. only registered some members
of a household; 

iii) in a minority of cases, particularly in Dodoma
region, under–registration was carried out in a
discriminatory manner. For example, households of
the same size would have different numbers
registered by the committee, i.e. those favoured by
the committee would tend to have more registered. In
Singida region under–registration was systematic and
therefore fairer, e.g. if there was a shortage of food,
infants in households would not be registered; 

iv) Members of the VRC would spend between 7–14
days in their activities. This undoubtedly detracted
from their ability to carry out their own work. Many
VRC members wanted some form of community

payment, e.g. child care, cooked meals. Another form
of payment suggested was that the committee should
be allowed to keep the food sacks which have a
considerable monetary value. 

The success of this community managed targeting
contrasts with other recent experiences of community
targeting, e.g. amongst pastoralists in Turkana and
recently in South Sudan, (see Field Exchange 6).

There may be a number of factors specific to the
Tanzanian context which predisposed to the success
of this type of community managed targeting system.
These are as follows:

• a well–established structure of village
government and tradition of village level public
meetings and decision making

• the participatory approach is consistent with
established national policy and initiatives already
taken in the region and strong high level
government support at central and regional levels
deflecting some local political resistance

• peace and stability in an area of small cohesive
village units (3–5,000) and an absence of any
serious inter–communal division

• no excessive stress – the intervention was
preventive, i.e. to preserve livelihoods, and not a
response to an acute crisis

• availability of a pool of government extension
staff and some NGO personnel experienced in
working at village level often with participatory
approaches

Community Managed Targeting – Tanzania

Post–script, by Jeremy Shoham, ENN

stops at the village. 

Donors, UN and NGOs alike all now share the
language of inclusiveness and community
involvement. If this is a real commitment it implies a
letting go of power to the people that are served, with
no holding back. The method above relies on the fact
that people had information on which to decide and
were very clear that decisions on their resources were
made within their community. The dialogue and
devolution was as real as it could be. Why should we
be surprised that communities manage to organise
themselves more fairly and with less fuss than
outside agencies when they are given the
opportunity?

Alternative Distribution Systems:
Tanzania – Rwandan refugees returning to
Rwanda, lined up for rations of biscuits.
(R. Chalasani/UNHCR)
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“We must be courageous and speak out on issues that
concern us. We must not bend under the weight of
spurious arguments invoking culture and traditional
values. No value worth the name supports the
suppression and enslavement of women. The function
of culture and tradition is to provide a framework for
human well being. If they are used against us, we will
reject them and move on. We will not allow ourselves
to be silenced.”

Dr. Nafis Sadik, Beijing 9/95

By canonizing traditional and cultural restrictions on
women and girls into official policy and law, the
Taliban leadership of Afghanistan has created the
most notorious example in the world of state denial
of basic rights of women and girls. It is little
consolation that these regulations are enforced
unevenly at different times and in different parts of
Afghanistan. The dilemma faced by concerned
individuals and agencies is in finding a strategy that
will result in real and lasting improvements in the
lives of Afghan women. Righteous indignation and
distant protests are inadequate.

While Taliban restrictions on women bear some
resemblance to apartheid in their denial of
fundamental human rights to a majority of the
population of a country, it is dangerous to use the
language of ‘gender apartheid’ to guide an advocacy
policy for women in Afghanistan. South Africa is not
Afghanistan. Apartheid South Africa was an
economically and technologically advanced country;
it was dependent on foreign trade for survival, and it
shared many cultural values with the West.
Afghanistan is the least developed country in Asia.
Devastated by decades of war, it has a primitive
agricultural economy and negligible trade links with
the rest of the world. Its culture and belief systems
look more to the “truths revealed” in the 7th century
than to “international standards negotiated” in the
20th. 

A prolonged social and economic boycott of South
Africa contributed to positive change within the
country. An economic boycott of Afghanistan would

hardly be noticed by its leaders. Were it to be
compounded by a cessation of humanitarian
assistance, there would definitely be suffering for the
women and children already victimized by Taliban
policies. There is also no reason to believe that such
suffering would sway the convictions of the Taliban
leadership or force them to comply with international
standards. The Taliban believe that they answer to
God and therefore are prepared to make inordinate
personal and national sacrifices to follow their view
of the deity. For the international community to have
any impact on Taliban policies, dialogue and
engagement at the most fundamental and pragmatic
levels is required.

The experience of humanitarian aid agencies working
in Afghanistan is that there is hope and there is a way
forward. Through a patient process of active
engagement on practical and concrete issues,
humanitarian success stories have been made.
Examples include:
• a Taliban edict prohibiting women from directly

receiving humanitarian assistance has been
nullified. Twenty thousand widows in Kabul are
now able to receive monthly rations of food from
CARE and ICRC without fear of reprisal;

• a Taliban edict restricting all female health care
to one dilapidated hospital in Kabul was resisted
by international aid agencies. The Taliban
amended their policy and now allow women to be
seen in special sections of all hospitals. 

In at least five provinces controlled by the Taliban,
provincial authorities have given permission for girls
to be educated and women to work in schools. Thirty
five percent of the students in CARE–supported
schools in Taliban areas are girls and 14% of the
students in Swedish Committee schools are girls.
There are numerous examples of women being
allowed to work both inside and outside of the health
sector. Through CARE projects alone over 50 women
work as clerks, distributors, monitors, community
development agents, teachers and teacher trainer.

In response to queries from NGOs and the Taliban
Ministry of Mines and Industry, the Taliban Ministry

of Justice issued a fatwa (judicial decision) declaring
that widows are allowed to work outside the home as
long as they observe modesty in clothing, and
married women can work if they have the permission
of their husbands.

Building on what is known about the values and
beliefs of the Taliban, their organizational structure,
and the positive lessons learned by relief and
development agencies in Afghanistan, we can find a
way forward for a brighter future for Afghan women.
Using a strategy of positive engagement, international
relief and development agencies can:

• build appropriate roles for women into all
projects implemented in Afghanistan;

• turn conflicts and problems with Taliban
authorities into opportunities for dialogue and
change;

• understand the Taliban frame of reference and
help them understand the social and humanitarian
implications of some of their policies;

• practice and communicate international norms of
human rights in our own hiring and management
policies to show by example that they are
consistent with core Islamic teachings.

One positive contribution that the Taliban have made
is in bringing to the attention of the world the brutal
and repressive nature of many traditional gender
practices in Afghanistan. The Taliban did not invent
these practices and they would not go away even if
the Taliban were to be removed from the scene. 

By living what we preach, international relief and
development agencies can and do make lasting
improvements in the lives of women in Afghanistan.
A cancellation of these programmes would be a true
tragedy for the women of Afghanistan; they would
lose the voice and support of the only agencies that
are able to make positive changes in their lives.

Yours etc.
Paul Barker,

Country Director for CARE in Afghanistan

Making a Difference for Afghan Women

Afghanistan – Afgani CARE staff starting a
generator. (J. Matthews/CARE)

Letters
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During the last two weeks of August 1998 it
hardly rained in Dhaka, the capital of
Bangladesh. The floodwaters, which had

been affecting up to two thirds of the country for the
previous 50 days, were nevertheless still affecting the
comfortable residential area in which I lived, close to
Dhaka’s diplomatic area. Everywhere was full of
stinking stagnant water with small boats providing a
‘taxi’ service in my road. 

Impact of the floods
Two million people in the capital had been driven out
of their homes by the floodwaters. The foul very slow
moving water all over Dhaka city and district were
potentially lethal, as sewage had overflowed into it.
The thousands camping in the flood shelters were
facing horrific sanitary conditions. At least 30 million
people in the country had been affected in some way
and it was estimated that a minimum of 10 million
would need assistance. Worst affected were the
landless labourers in the rural areas and the daily
labourers/slum dwellers in the towns and cities who
had both been without work for a long period. Their
families stranded on embankments and in
government buildings had been forced to live in
temporary and very unhygienic conditions.

Effects on livelihoods
A landless agricultural labourer would, normally, at
this time of the year, be earning about 60-70 taka a
day transplanting paddy (rice) seedling. The flood
waters had put that paddy land ten feet under water
making this kind of work hard to find. If he owned
any animals he would have to spend his days
collecting water hyacinth with which to feed them as
the price of cattle fodder has doubled in the last few
weeks. The fruit trees that his wife would normally
tend close to their homestead would have been
destroyed by the floods. Rather than go in search of
the elusive relief supplies of the government and
NGOs, many of these people had decided to borrow
money even if the ‘interest’ was as much as 8 per
cent per month. Many families had already resorted
to panic selling of livestock so that the price of meat
came down on the Dhaka markets. Forlorn and
sodden pointed stacks of rice straw (normally used as
animal fodder) stood in the water. It was unlikely that
any of this would be of much use except to plough in
to the soil for the next crop, and in any case most of
the livestock had been sold or swept away by the
floods. 

The Relief Response 
Many thousands of the worst hit people received food
and medical assistance from the Bangladesh Red
Crescent Societies (BDRCS). The food supplies
included flattened rice (which is ready to eat), with
some molasses, dal (lentils) and high-energy biscuits.
These food items were distributed through the Red
Crescent district units who were ably supported by
members of Red Crescent Youth and other local
volunteers. The BDRCS had also organised and

deployed 100 medical teams, each consisting of a
doctor, a paramedic and at least one male and one
female volunteer. The problems they encountered
included diarrhoea, hepatitis, typhoid, skin diseases
and, in some places, measles. I visited Rampura Road
where invaluable clean water from CARE and mouth-
watering ‘kichuri’ from the Bangladesh Red Crescent
Society (BDRCS) were being made available to
slum-dwellers who were still seriously affected by
the filthy stinking waist-deep water and who were
unlikely to get any work for some time to come. The
food relief centre was expected to remain open for 3
or 4 weeks. To come and go between their slum
houses and Rampura Road the people either waded
through the sewage-ridden water and risked serious
fungal and other infections or took a small boat at the
cost of 3 to 5 taka each way, which they could not
really afford. Only the lucky ones received a ration
card from the BDRCS. 

Local community response
The rice and dal (lentils), the base materials of
‘kichuri’, had been provided through the international
appeal launched by the International Federation of
Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies(IFRCS), but
the rest of the costs of the other nutritious ingredients
had been borne by some fifty local Life Members of
the Red Crescent. These included, salt, spices, onion,
potato, pumpkin and green papaya. Local fundraising
has been very vigorous in Red Crescent Units up and
down the country. It is important to recognise that the
bulk of assistance for the most vulnerable came from
the local people themselves rather than from abroad.

Food distributions 
Food grains was in the country in sufficient quantity,
and more than adequate supplies were in the pipeline
as a result of the World Food Programme’s (WFP)
quickly organised procurement programme. However,
despite the flexibility of the World Food Programme,
their suggestions to increase the numbers on the
government Vulnerable Group Feeding (VGF) from
300 to 1000 per flood affected Union, though
accepted by the government, took a long time to
implement as food supplies were not allocated and
moved to Union level in time. Consequently, the
number of VGF cards per flood-affected Union
remained at 300 families who during August and
September were each entitled to receive 16 kgs of
food grains per month. In a visit to parts of the
districts of Bogra and Jamalpur, I saw some
distributions under the VGF scheme. What I found
was that most of the distributions were quite well
organised, and that the hundreds of people, mostly
women, waiting in the burning sun, were clearly poor
and hungry. The amount of rice available, however,
was insufficient for the number of beneficiaries
already identified and selected correctly by members
of the Union ‘Parishads’. The planned allocation of
16 kgs per family per month had gradually been
reduced to 10 and then 5 kgs and at one centre
allocations were of 5 or 3 kgs, depending on the size

of the family. This clearly seemed inadequate for a
family to survive based on nutritional guidelines,
which recommend an adult maintenance diet of 400
gms of rice or wheat per day along with other
commodities like pulses, oil and salt. These amounts
translate into some 42 kgs per month per family. It
was obvious that until sufficient work was available
and/or the harvest came, there would be a lot of
hungry people looking for assistance. 

Recovery
After nearly 3 months, the floodwaters had gone
down and the levels in the rivers were all below their
respective danger levels. There were no reported
diarrhoeal epidemics. People who had been homeless
for many weeks were dismantling their temporary
shacks perched on embankments, or vacating flood
shelters and going home. Though late, rice fields
were being planted, where at all possible, and at a
furious pace. Though the signs were of recovery, in
areas I visited e.g. Bogra, Jamalpur and Kurigram
districts, I can say that many people were still not
getting enough food to eat. 

Seeds and the special role of women 
Once the floodwaters had receded people were trying
to look to the future and immediately seeds of all
types were being procured and sowed, especially the
nutritious and fast-growing vegetables like spinach,
radish etc. Many families did not have seeds as,
farmers had already planted some of the seeds for
seasonal vegetables in mid-July before the floods,
and, most farming households do not keep seeds that
have already been planted. The damp damaged many

Water, water everywhere but...
The ‘98 Bangladeshi Floods

The author, Julian Francis is Disaster Preparedness Delegate for the IFRCS in Dhaka. He
gives a first hand account of the effect of the devastating floods in Bangladesh last year
and the response of flood victims, local communities and indigenous and international
humanitarian agencies.

Slum stilt houses in
the outskirts of
Dhaka
(Pieternella Pieterse)
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seeds, which were still in the houses during the flood.
Marginal farmers were forced to sell the Aman rice
seeds when they were unable to cultivate them. In
many areas women have always been the keepers or
guardians of seeds, and as soon as the floodwaters
began to recede they started assessing the situation
and sharing the seeds available between them. The
cultural practice of ‘sharing’ has been crucial. The
unprecedented floods have been able to demonstrate
the enormous importance of local seeds and
indigenous varieties. For example, the disaster has
proved again the wisdom of rural women who are in
favour of old Aman varieties that can be grown in
flood conditions, instead of the dwarf varieties of
HYV (High Yielding Variety). In preparation for the
Rabi crop (winter season), the seeds they
recommended were being accepted by others. The
whole selection process of seed is profoundly
strengthening the indigenous knowledge of the
community to cope with disasters. The selection itself
is a highly technical task, and impossible for the
formal sector to understand and rationalise because of
the subtlety of the practice and logic to meet the
diverse need of the different households. The result
is, there is no one single variety or one kind of
vegetable for everyone. Each and every farming
household has different and diverse needs. These are
met through reciprocal exchange and appreciation of
each other’s specific needs. In case one woman has a
particular variety, which she cannot plant because of
standing water in her field, she offers this seed to
another family. Sharing of seeds is part of the
farmer’s culture. They believe that if you share seeds
with your neighbour and friends, the yield will be

higher. If the farmers keep seeds in their stores, while
other farmers have none, then it will bring misfortune
to the farmers since she/he deprives others. The
culture of sharing indeed ensures diversity, a system
that also ensures in situ conservation. It follows,
therefore, that women are likely to be very suspicious
of vegetable seeds in fancy packs, even though that is
the only way in which organisations can organise
seed distribution. 

Reflections
In a way I am in a privileged position to be able to
look back and see if we have learnt from the mistakes
we made at the time of the Bihar Famine (1966-67),
the drought in western India (1972-73), the food
crisis in this country in 1974 and the aftermath of the
1988 floods. There is no doubt that the government
administration system now right down to Union level
is much better than in 1974, but it is in the area of co-
ordination where there is still much to do. In some
Thanas and Unions there is good co-ordination
between local authorities and NGOs, in others it does
not exist at all, and we hear reports that NGOs still
deliver relief supplies to flood-affected people
without informing the Union Parishad or Thana
officials. We must also make sure that those who
have nothing and cannot access anything are not left
out. Given a collective will and good co-ordination
there need not be any starvation, but to ensure this a
lot of people need to wake up, sit up and take notice. 

The section on Seeds was taken from a report
by the research and policy organisation, UBINIG
on the work being done by Naya Krishi
Andolan.For further details, interested readers
can contact: UBINIG, 5/3, Barabo Mahanpur,
Ring Road, Shaymoli, DHAKA-1207. Email:
(Farida Akhter) ubinig@citechco.net

Bangladesh – Woman thrashing
rice on her patio in Shat Kira
(Pieternella Pieterse)



At its fourth meeting in October 1998, The
ALNAP (the Active Learning Network for
Accountability and Performance in

Humanitarian Assistance) noted that a recurring
theme of discussion at its meeting had been the need
to improve accountability to those affected by
disasters and humanitarian crisis. A number of
initiatives were taken as a result of this meeting
including a study to identify empirically types of
participation by beneficiaries and their communities
over a geographically and socially limited area (i.e.
south Sudan). The study was based on a description
of the experience of some of the 12 UK based NGOs
covered by the Disasters Emergency Committee
(DEC) evaluation of the South Sudan humanitarian
programme and involved three weeks field work in
Nairobi, Lokichoggio and south Sudan. Among the
questions specifically addressed by the study were
the following:

• What were the types of participation utilised and
why?

• Are programmes more effectively delivered if
participatory?

• Is there value added beyond the programme if
humanitarian assistance is delivered in a
participatory fashion? 

Findings of the study
The final report is a lengthy document covering
aspects of beneficiary participation in the many
sectors of humanitarian relief provision. For the
purposes of this Field Exchange summary we will
only highlight some of the findings that relate to the
food and nutrition sector. For more information the
reader is referred to the original report. 

The study draws an important distinction between
beneficiary participation which involves physical
energy, e.g. constructing a feeding centre, and
participation which involves engagement of the
community mind, i.e. planning the intervention. The
importance of ‘social learning’ is also highlighted.
For example, although women and children are
strictly the only beneficiaries of selective feeding
programmes, men need to participate in a social
learning sense. This became clear when for example,
lack of proper information regarding the purpose of
feeding centres resulted, during the early stages of
the programme, in households who were receiving
rations from the centre not being given the general
food ration. The local distribution structure,
dominated by men, failed to realise that feeding
centre rations were meant for malnourished under
fives only and not for the whole household.

A number of agency experiences of participation are
summarised in the report. For example:

• Oxfam’s use of focus group discussions and key
informant interviews to enable the agency to
identify vulnerable people for their emergency
food and nutrition programme.

• SCF work with local authorities and SRRA

Agency Profile
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Participation by the
Affected Population in
Relief Operations

Draft report for ALNAP

As Duane Poppe, the American director of the
Tanganyika Christian Refugee Service
(TCRS) strode up the stairs, hands

outstretched to greet me, he apologised for being late
explaining that he had been called to an urgent
meeting at the Prime Minister’s Office to discuss
TCRS’s role in this years food emergency. On sitting
down in his expansive but sparsely decorated office
in Dar Es Salaam he commented on the irony of
TCRS starting over 35 years ago doing emergency
work in Tanzania, moving into development and now
seemingly coming full circle and back into
emergencies. 

TCRS was established in 1964 as an operational field
programme of the Lutheran World Federation
Department for World Service, at the request of, and
on behalf of the World Council of Churches and the
Christian Council of Tanzania. The agency was
initially set up as an ecumenical institution for
humanitarian interventions in refugee situations.
Currently, staff numbers exceed 600 people.

During the first 20 years, TCRS mainly worked with
Rwandan, Burundian and Mozambican refugees.
These programmes started off as relief interventions
and then gradually moved into developmental
activities as Government of Tanzania (GoT) policy
objectives turned towards the encouragement of
refugee self–sufficiency in settlements. TCRS
promoted self–sufficiency through a variety of inputs,
e.g., provision of water, seeds and tools and
agricultural extension services. 

In 1984 the GoT invited TCRS to take over the
development activities of a departing NGO in Singida
region. This was the first non–refugee programme the
agency had taken on. The development activities
established in Singida were similar to those
undertaken in the refugee settlements. Other
development programmes quickly followed, e.g. in
Arusha. 

Once again the focus of TCRS activities changed in
the early 1990s following the 1993 and 1994 refugee
influx from Burundi and Rwanda. This large influx
rapidly caused a hardening of GoT attitudes towards
refugees. Whereas before they had been provided
with abundant settlement land the GoT now wanted
them to receive the bare minimum of services in an
effort to “make life as uncomfortable as possible”
and to get them to repatriate quickly. TCRS
programmes therefore became quick impact
emergency interventions in line with many of the
international agencies working in the camps. Duane
argued that this was really short–sighted as many of

these refugees could make a considerable
contribution to Tanzania (which has an abundance of
land) in terms of agricultural production. The TCRS
director was pleased that not everyone in government
agreed with this policy citing the example of
Kibondo district in Kigoma region where the local
government was defying GoT policy and providing
large tracts of land for refugees. Duane argued that
the GoT assertion that self–sufficiency for refugees
encourages permanent settlement runs counter to the
evidence and that once conditions are suitable
refugees will in most cases want to go home. For
example, many of the refugees from the 1960s who
had become fully self–sufficient returned home to
Rwanda following the change of government in 1994.

The latest turn of events for TCRS is their
involvement in an emergency feeding intervention for
resident communities in Singida region in partnership
with SCF. SCF/TCRS made use of a newly
developed community managed approach to targeting
scarce emergency food aid resources. The system
(which is described in a field article in this edition of
Field Exchange) proved to be more transparent and
fairer than previous food distribution approaches in
Tanzania. It also incorporated a developmental
approach into emergency work. The GoT are now
requesting that TCRS staff with experience of this
programme are seconded to other emergency affected
regions to help implement the novel programme
design. 

As the meeting neared its end, Duane interrupted the
line of my questioning with a complaint directed at
international humanitarian agencies. He told me
“although there are notable exceptions, I don’t think
they (humanitarian agencies) invest enough time and
effort into strengthening the technical capacity of
church–based agencies like ourselves to mount
efficient emergency interventions. We mainly have to
learn through partnership and ‘doing’ rather than
formal training”. Looking slightly wistful he went a
little further by saying: “ While I can understand
possible reasons for this, e.g. fear of partisanship or
proselytising, as well as not having enough time in
the acute stage of an emergency, I think this is
short–sighted. The fact is church based agencies are
always there at the beginning of an emergency, plug
the gaps during the emergency response, and remain
there when all the international humanitarian
agencies have gone home or moved on to the next
high profile disaster”. On saying good–bye to Duane
I noted my reluctance to tell him that in two days
time I too would be catching a flight home.

Tanganyika Christian Refugee
Service

By Jeremy Shoham

Name: Tanganyika Christian Refugee
Service

Headquarters: Dar Es Salaam
Formed: 1964
Telephone: 255 (051) 700579
Fax: 255 (051) 700581
Director: Duane Poppe
Number of Staff: 600+
Annual Budget: $6,720,737 (1997)
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More or less every one in the Singida region
of central Tanzania agrees that the
community managed emergency food

distribution programme implemented over the last
year, has been a great success. This
community–based approach to emergency food aid
distribution has allowed for transparency and
accountability at village level and ensured that the
neediest households in a target village got the food
aid. However, the overall emergency response has
been criticised from the point of view of village
targeting. Many have questioned whether the right
villages were selected. 

As part of an evaluation team looking at the
emergency programme in the region, I was still
undecided about this. After a particularly gruelling
trip to speak with a number of village committees
(the roads in the region are amongst the worst
anywhere I have visited in Africa), we happened to
be passing a Christian Mission station. One of my
Tanzanian colleagues remarked that this mission was
apparently involved in giving free food handouts
during the height of the emergency. After some
discussion we decided it might be useful to get the
Mission’s view on the village targeting in the region
and also find out about their activities.

After lengthy negotiations with a guard and
numerous messages back and forth about the purpose
of our visit, a young man eventually appeared
wearing a clerical collar and faded blue frock with a
white cross on the side. He announced himself as
Father Antonius and immediately apologised that the
Sister simply did not have time to see us but that he

would attempt to answer our question on her behalf.
He pulled out a scrap of paper on which he had
transcribed some of the Sister’s answers to our
written questions.

He then told us how starting in September last year
individuals had begun turning up at the mission
desperate for food and that they had been provided
with cooked meals. It soon became obvious that those
coming were the stronger ones and that they needed
to return home with dry food for weaker members of
their family. The mission subsequently provided these
rations. By December, Mission food supplies, which
until then had been taken from their own fields, had
run out. The Mission was then forced to buy food and
between December and February an estimated 1200
people were turning up each day for a food handout.
Many were coming from villages over 20 kms away
and collapsing at the gates of the Mission. Women
and children were the most numerous. The Mission
estimated that they supplied 3,050 MT of food over a
seven–month period. Father Antonius described how
many children and the elderly had oedematous
malnutrition so that they had to be admitted to the
Mission hospital. He also explained how recipients
were asked if they had any money and that if they did
they were asked to buy the maize at a subsidised
price (at the time maize prices were exorbitantly
high). Stronger individuals were also asked to
undertake some work for the mission, e.g. land
clearance, harvesting, and cultivating sweet potato.
The mission did not want to encourage dependence
on free food handouts. The apparent extent of unmet
need confirmed our finding from other extensive
investigations that indeed many of those in need were

not being reached through the geographic targeting
system.

The Father then explained why the Mission got
involved in this work. “We did this for Christ as we
saw in the faces of those collapsing in front of the
Mission – ‘the face of Christ”. 

At the end of our discussion he explained that Sister
Ailsa had asked him to remind us not to mention the
name of the mission in our report as they sought no
credit in undertaking their work and preferred
anonymity. To say the meeting humbled me would be
an understatement. 

While driving back to Singida town I found myself
wondering how often church missions had to step in
to fill the gaps when humanitarian agencies missed
out destitute populations or simply failed to notice an
emergency. It also occurred to me that we aid
‘professionals’ are always so ready to criticise the
technical proficiency of church based agencies when
they enter the field of emergency relief but so rarely
praise their efforts when they act as the last resort.
However, my enduring thought about all this was that
if I had been a Tanzanian in Singida region
overlooked by government, UN and NGO response
but had survived through the efforts of Sister Ailsa
and Father Antonius, it would have been my faith in
God rather than in government that would have
grown out of the experience.

The names of individuals in this article have
been changed in accordance with Mission policy
not to publicise or seek credit for work

Food Aid – On a Wing and a Prayer

By Jeremy Shoham

representatives who were given responsibility to
work with communities to decide who would
receive assistance and draw up lists of vulnerable
individuals. Through a vulnerability workshop, a
call was made by participants to improve
representation on the relief committees and
ensure their involvement in distribution.
Awareness of groups who were not receiving
food was also raised and one practical resolution
was made to directly and separately target
families of children in feeding centres. 

• Tear Fund’s unique mobile SFP allowing
increased beneficiary participation by making it
easy for volunteers to work in the feeding centres.
Because centres were small, contact between
agency staff and beneficiaries was close,
increasing opportunities for social learning. 

Some Conclusions from the study
Justifications for a participatory approach to
emergency aid provision:

• decision making structures still exist in societies
affected by emergencies and constitute a valuable

resource for agencies implementing emergency
programmes;

• limited involvement of beneficiaries or levels of
social learning can introduce inefficiencies into
the programme;

• agencies have come to realise that it is almost
impossible to understand vulnerability without
making concerted efforts to involve the affected
communities in the defining process.
Understanding vulnerability is essential to
targeting resources; 

• even if targeting is not necessary, participation
offers a channel for understanding and addressing
issues such as gender relations and understanding
the impact of relief on the livelihood system and
the social structure in general.

Arguments against a participatory approach
The general belief is that there are some
circumstances in which participation is not
appropriate or desirable, e.g. in the acute phase of the
emergency when there are high rates of mortality and
morbidity and it is obvious what needs doing.
However, even if the decision about what to provide
is not made in a participatory manner, the effective

distribution requires some level of participation by
beneficiaries. Another issue that deserves
consideration is the extent to which particular types
of investigation, participation and social learning
might result in loss of time and introduce
inefficiencies into the programme. It may also be that
agencies are reluctant to use participatory approaches
for fear of generating unrealisable expectations. For
example, in south Sudan, beneficiaries of tools and
seeds requested some agencies to give them the tools
ahead of the seeds so that they had enough time to
work in their fields. Invariably, the agencies stated
that they were not prepared to do the double
distribution this request would involve. Another issue
is whether some forms of participation are disruptive
to community relations in terms of say, gender and
the local political economy. 

Reference
Pierson R.T. Nata. Participation by the Affected
Population in Relief Operations: A Review of the
Experience of DEC agencies during the response
to the 1998 Famine in South Sudan.
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Mangock Jamille Mangock relaxing
in Bararud, south Sudan

John Noble security Lokichockio

Philip Winter ECHO consultant - Bahr el Ghazal

William Fielding
FEAU Manager
WFP Nairobi/Loki Front from the Left: Tobias Ogada,*

Asaka Nyangaroa, Christopher Kiilu, David
Mwara, WFP field staff, south Sudan 

*Tobias is also a Blues composer, most known for ‘Distribution Blues’
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The Emergency Nutrition Network (ENN)
grew out of a series of interagency meetings focusing on
food and nutritional aspects of emergencies. The meetings
were hosted by UNHCR and attended by a number of UN
agencies, NGOs, donors and academics. The Network is the
result of a shared commitment to improve knowledge, stimu-
late learning and provide vital support and encouragement to
food and nutrition workers involved in emergencies. The ENN
officially began operations in November 1996 and has wide-
spread support from UN agencies, NGOs, and donor govern-
ments. The network aims to improve emergency food and
nutrition programme effectiveness by:

• providing a forum for the exchange of field level experi-
ences

• strengthening humanitarian agency institutional memory 

• keeping field staff up to date with current research and
evaluation findings

• helping to identify subjects in the emergency food and
nutrition sector which need more research

The main output of the ENN is a quarterly newsletter, Field
Exchange, which is devoted primarily to publishing field level
articles and current research and evaluation findings relevant
to the emergency food and nutrition sector. 

The main target audience of the Newsletter are food and
nutrition workers involved in emergencies and those research-
ing this area. The reporting and exchange of field level expe-
riences is central to ENN activities. 

The ENN is located in the Department of Community Health
and General Practice, Trinity College, Dublin, Ireland. 

The Team
Fiona O’Reilly is the ENN Co-ordinator, and Field Exchange co-
editor.
Fiona has been involved in the area of nutrition, health and
development for the past 10 years, half of which has been
spent working in emergency situations.

Jeremy Shoham is co-editor for Field Exchange and the ENN
technical consultant. Jeremy has been working in the area of
emergency food and nutrition for the past 13 years. He runs
the Emergency Nutrition M.Sc. unit at the Centre for Human
Nutrition, London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine.

Kornelius Elstner works part time with the ENN.
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