
Nikuze Munyakaberha and her son Grâce resettled in 
Butasheke after fleeing the clashes opposing militias in 
Masisi territory. UNICEF / Benoit Almeras-Martino, 2014.

CASH ASSISTANCE
TO REBUILD LIVES

Using cash-based 
assistance to respond 
to humanitarian crisis in 
Eastern DRC
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For nearly twenty-five years, the eastern 
Democratic Republic of the Congo has been 
immersed in a protracted humanitarian crisis.

Recurrent armed conflicts severely affect local 
communities, regularly forced to flee and seek 
refuge in more stable areas.

When the displaced families return to their 
villages, they have often lost all of their 
belongings. In order to rebuild their lives, families’ 
efforts are often made at the expense of the 
children.

The lack of resources often hinders parents to 
enroll them back at school.

In these emergency situations, the humanitarian 
community often provides relief efforts to help 
these families getting back on their feet.

One of the most classic interventions is in-kind 
distribution: essential items are provided to 
families affected by the humanitarian crisis1

Yet today, humanitarian organizations, UNICEF 
included, are seeking to develop alternative 
approaches to effectively respond to the needs 
of displaced or returning families.

Cash-based assistance is one of these 
alternatives: its principles are simple. It aims at 
empowering families affected by humanitarian 
crisis, by giving them the ability to make their 
1 food and essential products,

own decisions about what they really need to 
face the crisis situation2. Cash-based assistance 
approaches help beneficiaries to respond to 
their immediate needs while revitalizing the local 
economy.

Within the UKaid-funded “Alternative Responses 
for Communities in Crisis” programme, UNICEF 
and its implementing partners use the cash-based 
assistance as a response to the humanitarian 
crisis in Eastern DRC.

The second cycle of the programme 
(October 2013 to February 2015) 
aims at enhancing the living 
conditions of the families affected 
by the humanitarian crisis in 
five territories of North Kivu and 
Province Orientale3.

The programme also focuses on the 
use of digital monitoring to track families’ 
use of the cash-based assistance, in order to 
highlight their “survival” strategies.

2 Cash-based assistance can take the form of vouchers, which can 
be used during non-food items’ fairs or open markets; or cash dis-
tribution to the families, often through microfinance organizations or 
mobile banking.

3 with a focus on internally displaced persons, returnees and 
returnees’ host families.

A woman buys clothes at Masisi’s 
market. Cash-based assistance 
allowed beneficiaries to regain 
economic power.



Since 2011, UNICEF and its partners have been experiencing cash-based assistance to beneficiaries in 
several ways: vouchers’ distribution (used at NFI fairs and open markets) and cash distribution (either 
direct distribution or through mobile banking or microfinance organizations).

DESIGN:
HOW IT WORKS

BENEFICIARIES’ IDENTIFICATION
Targeted vi l lages (with returned famil ies) are identif ied 
by UNICEF partners that:

(1) Sensit ize residents on the aid distr ibution methods 
and
(2) Perform the census of the vi l lage’s inhabitants. The 
beneficiar ies are identif ied fol lowing community-defined 
vulnerabi l i ty’s cr iter ia.

For instance, Concern Worldwide, one of the three 
UNICEF’s implementing partners decided to register 
selected beneficiar ies’ personal information using digital 
devices1. The data gathered was then sent to a central 
database. Using the gathered info, the partners issues 
“ID” cards (with photographs) that are mandatory if the 
beneficiar ies want to receive the cash-based assistance.

NFI FAIR OR OPEN MARKET
UNICEF’s partner selects the part icipating merchants 
(using pre-establ ished cr iter ia2). Beneficiar ies receive 
vouchers they can use throughout the duration of the NFI 
fair or the open market.

DIRECT CASH DISTRIBUTION
On market days, beneficiar ies go to UNICEF’s partner 

1 tablet / smartphone

2 legal existence, ability to respond to the economic demand.

off ice to receive an envelope containing a pre-determined 
amount of cash.

CASH TRANSFER THROUGH MOBILE BANKING
Though it is st i l l  widely experimental in the DRC, mobi le 
banking has the advantage of discret ion and security. 
Cash transfer is made to the beneficiar ies’ mobi le 
bank accounts. Beneficiar ies can withdraw their money 
at the telecommunications operator’s local off ice; or 
buy services and/or goods and transfer cash to the 
merchant’s mobi le bank account.

CASH TRANSFER THROUGH MICROFINANCE 
ORGANIZATIONS
Cash is transferred to a microfinance organization that 
distr ibutes cash to the beneficiar ies.

MONITORING THE USE OF CASH-BASED ASSISTANCE
At every stage of the cash-based assistance’s, 
UNICEF’s partner monitors the economic behavior of 
the beneficiar ies using dedicated digital devices and 
software. This monitor ing covers a representative sample 
of the beneficiar ies.
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“When we came back from Nyabiondo, 
there was nothing left in our house, they 
had taken away all our belongings.”

Coletta Luando lost everything after she 
left Mushubangabo village due to clashes 
between armed groups in 2012.

“After coming back, I had to ask for help 
from my family. To earn some money, 
I carried wood and bananas to Masisi 
Centre.”

“The NGO eventually came to our village. 
Given our situation, we were selected as 
aid beneficiaries. We were told that we 
would receive $45 in vouchers to be used 
at a fair. After that, we would directly 
receive $90. We were told to use the 
money responsibly, but we were free to 
make our own choices.”

“After consulting my family, we decided to 
spend the vouchers to pay the education’s 
fees of my children. I also bought some 
tools to start cultivating the fields.”

“On one market day, I was told to come 
to the NGO to get the $90. I pulled out a 
little cash to buy something at the market, 
and hid the rest in my skirt. When I got 
home, I was so happy!”

“Once again, we met with my husband 
and my older children to decide what we 
needed most.”

“We were able to make our own decisions: 
we could pay for our healthcare and also 
collect money to rent some land to be 
cultivated with other beneficiaries.”

“I wanted to run my own shop, so I bought 
a license in Masisi1. We decided to buy a 
1 the licence costs approximately $4.5

female pig, so we could breed some others 
later. We figured that we could sell pork 
meat or eat it just in case.”

With the money she earned, Coletta 
decided to invest in her shop.

She now sells sambazas2 (third photo 
from left), flour, and mobile phone prepaid 
credit, among other goods.

“Of course, we could have made other 
choices with the money we received. I’d 
love to have another roof… but I think 
we made a wiser choice. I’m now a 
shopkeeper!” she says with a hint of pride 
in her voice.

“Besides, we also managed to save some 
money for tougher days… but I’m not 
going to tell you where I hide it!”

2 Fried fishes from Lake Kivu

COLETTA’S CHOICES: BUILDING A NEW LIFE USING CASH-BASED ASSISTANCE
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Thanks to the cash-based assistance she received, Coletta 
Luando opened a small shop in Mushubangabo village 
(North Kivu).



At the end of the f irst year of the ARCC 2 
programme (October 2013 - July 2014), UNICEF and 
partners’ activit ies resulted in:

- The production of a prel iminary survey conducted 
with 1,193 individual interviews and 45 focus 
groups. Data was gathered using digital devices 
and transferred to a central database for further 
analysis.

- 12,006 people receiving cash-based assistance in 
North Kivu and Province Orientale1.

- The distr ibution of $479,925 in the form of 
vouchers, which were used in three open markets2 
and one NFI fair3.

- The distr ibution of  $980,830 to beneficiar ies 
(direct distr ibution or mobi le banking distr ibution 
or through microfinance organization) to respond to 
their immediate needs.

- Post-transfer monitor ing surveys conducted on 
a representative sample of the beneficiar ies to 
identify their use of the cash-based assistance.

1 Béni, Masisi et Rutshuru (NK), Djugu et Dungu (PO) territories
2 set up in Djugu by Solidarités and Mercy Corps and in Masisi by Concern Worldwide
3 organisée à Djugu par Solidarités

DELIVER: WHAT HAS BEEN ACHIEVED

While implementing the programme, Concern Worldwide focused on 
transparency, accountability and security of exchanges.

Selections of beneficiaries were preceded by public meetings, during which 
the programme was explained to the community members (left photo). The 
communities determine beneficiaries’ selection criteria themselves.

Beneficiaries’ selection is displayed in the village. Community members 
can make a claim through a sealed mailbox; through the village chief who 
convey their messages to Concern Worldwide team; through a mobile number 
“hotline” which has also been set up to answer any requests.

Concern Worldwide has established three cash distribution categories (A, B, 
C), as follows:

Vouchers Lump Sum Monthly Transfers Total
Cat. A $45 $90 - $135
Cat. B $45 $45 $15 x 3 $135
Cat. C $45 $45 $15 x 9 $225

The direct cash distribution is performed on market days in order to avoid 
possible security problems. Concern Worldwide transferred $362,745 dollars1 
to 2,389 familles2. After the cash has been distributed, the agents of Concern 
Worldwide study the purchasing strategies of the beneficiaries using afore-
mentioned methods (right photo).
1 $107,505 in vouchers, $255,240 in cash
2 total number of beneficiaires : 13 553 people (est.), 2347 women, 9104 children

IN DEPTH : CONCERN WORLDWIDE’S APPROACH
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TRANSPARENCY WITH BENEFICIARIES
A brief ing on the origin and the use of cash-
based assistance precedes beneficiar ies’ selection. 
Mechanisms of “customer relat ionship management” 
are used to col lect complaints and claims of non-
beneficiar ies.

CASH TRANSFER EFFICIENCY
Cash transfer enables more responsiveness in 
humanitar ian emergencies. Although beneficiar ies 
must go to distr ibution points themselves, most of 
the logist ical constraints in aid del ivery are avoided. 
This is very important given the diff icult ies of 
access to targeted areas.

PURCHASING SCHOOL’S FEES IN THE OPEN 
MARKETS
Principals’ part icipation in open markets al lowed 
parents to use their vouchers to enrol l  their chi ldren 
back at school. 

ENHANCEMENT OF WOMEN’S PARTICIPATION
Women were the main recipients of the cash 
distr ibution. Their part icipation has been reinforced 
on the decision-making of the use of the money.

FRAUD PREVENTION
The use of beneficiary cards, coupled with the 
use of the database of beneficiar ies, signif icantly 
reduces the r isk of fraud.

BENEFICIARIES’ FREEDOM OF CHOICE
Cash-based assistance enhances the famil ies’ dignity 
and freedom of choice. They can decide what they 
need to improve their own situation and regain a 
near-normal economic activity.

DIGITAL MONITORING
The use of digital devices, real-t ime data-col lect ion, 
pre-transfer and post-transfer surveys al low a faster 
analysis of the beneficiar ies’ strategies.

ENCOURAGING INNOVATION AND RESEARCH
For research purposes, different types of monetary 
assistance were experienced during the f irst phase 
of the program: they have been used to identify the 
most appropriate methods to respond to the needs 
of communit ies affected by humanitar ian cr is is.

DISCOVER: WHAT IS WORKING
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STORY: “MY HOUSE IS A GEM!”

After spending nine months in an IDP camp in Masisi Centre, Eugenie 
Balingene found nothing of her past life. Her Butasheke village had been 
entirely burnt down. Cassava fields had been devastated.

The remnants of her past life were contained in the small suitcase she brought 
with her when fleeing the militias.

“When I returned to Butasheke, I had to live with a host family. I could not 
bear living with someone else. We had no space. We had nothing to call ours.”

Like every returnee in Butasheke, Eugénie received monetary assistance from 
UNICEF. Given her vulnerability, she received $45 in vouchers, $45 as a lump 
sum, $15 dollars per month during 9 months.“

After consulting her family’s members, Eugénie initially responded to their 
basic needs: “With the vouchers, I bought a mattress, cooking tools, jerry cans 
to carry the water. “

“With the lump sum I received, I bought wood to rebuild a house. I also put a 
little money aside to pay for the state examination of my two children. With 
the monthly $15 I finished the building of my house. I also rented land for 
cultivation. Nobody had to give us advice on how to use the money. We were 
able to assess our needs ourselves. “

“The house that I built cost me $110. This house is my jewel. It is a great 
improvement in my life. I wish I could still improve it to better host guests.”

“Now I want to become a shopkeeper in the near-future, to earn some money. 
I want my children to have a brighter future. I want them to become good 
people.”
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At the end of the ARCC 2 programme, a study on the 
impact of uncondit ional cash transfers in the DRC 
wil l  be publ ished.

This study could drastical ly change the approach to 
respond to humanitar ian cr is is. If i t  is proven that 
cash transfers lower operational costs, there are 
chances that cash-based assistance wil l  be more and 
more used in the near future.

In “testing” various methods of cash-based 
assistance, UNICEF intends to offer famil ies the 

opportunity to make their own decision regarding 
cash distr ibution terms (single transfer or mult iple 
cash transfers).

The cash-based assistance is currently experimented 
in areas where it is usual ly not or l i tt le used, such as 
education, the f ight against malnutr it ion and Water, 
Hygiene and Sanitat ion interventions.

DREAM: VISION FOR THE FUTURE

Women of Butasheke village (North Kivu). They received cash-based assistance under “Alternative Responses to 
Communities in Crisis” programme. As far as they are concerned, the direct cash distribution is preferable. Cash allows 
them to bargain and use the money distributed where, when and how they want.
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Zawadi and her daughter Annuarite were beneficiaries 
of the cash-based assistance set up in Masisi. With the 
money she received, Zawadi bought a goat, tools to 
cultivate fields and essential goods for her house.
UNICEF / Benoit Almeras-Martino, 2014.


