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This document was developed as part of a collaborative learning project directed by 
CDA. It is part of a collection of documents that should be considered initial and partial 
findings of the project. These documents are written to allow for the identification of 
cross-cutting issues and themes across a range of situations. Each case represents the 
views and perspectives of a variety of people at the time when it was written.  
 
These documents do not represent a final product of the project. While these 
documents may be cited, they remain working documents of a collaborative learning 
effort. Broad generalizations about the project’s findings cannot be made from a single 
case. 
 
CDA would like to acknowledge the generosity of the individuals and agencies involved 
in donating their time, experience and insights for these reports, and for their willingness 
to share their experiences.  
 
Not all the documents written for any project have been made public. When people in the 
area where a report has been done have asked us to protect their anonymity and security, 
in deference to them and communities involved, we keep those documents private. 
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Background on the Listening Project 
 
CDA Collaborative Learning Projects, with a number of colleagues in international NGOs, 
donors and other humanitarian and development agencies, initiated the Listening Project to 
undertake a comprehensive and systematic exploration of the ideas and insights of people who 
live in societies that have been on the recipient side of international assistance.  The Listening 
Project seeks the reflections of experienced and thoughtful people who occupy a range of 
positions within recipient societies to assess the impact of aid efforts by international actors. 
Those of us who work across borders in humanitarian aid, development assistance, 
environmental conservation, human rights and/or peace-building efforts can learn a great deal by 
listening to the analyses and judgments of local people as they reflect on the cumulative and 
long-term impacts of such international efforts. 
 
The Listening Teams did not work from pre-established questionnaires or a rigid interview 
protocol.  Rather, we told people that, as individuals engaged in international assistance work, 
we were interested to hear from them how they perceived these efforts. We asked if they would 
be willing to spend some time with us, telling us their opinions and ideas. In this way, we 
conversed about their issues of concern without pre-determining specific topics.  
 
Many conversations were held with one or two individuals, but in other cases, larger groups 
formed and what began as small-group dialogues became, in effect, free-flowing group 
discussions.  In many cases, conversations were not pre-arranged, and a Listening Team would 
travel to a community and strike up a conversation with whomever was available and willing to 
talk, including those who had and had not received international assistance.  Appointments were 
also made with government officials and other local leaders.  
 
Over a period of two years, the Listening Project will visit up to twenty countries, with Angola 
being the fifth. The project will gather what we hear from people in all of these locations in order 
to integrate these insights into future aid work and, thereby, to improve its effectiveness. 
 
A collaborative learning process such as the Listening Project depends entirely on the 
involvement and significant contributions of all the participating agencies. Those who were 
involved in Angola deserve great appreciation for their generous logistical support and the 
insights and dedication of all the staff that participated in and supported the effort.  
 
The Listening Project in Angola 
 
The Listening Project (LP) organized a two-week field visit to Angola in November 2006.  
Catholic Relief Services, Development Workshop, and CARE International collaborated with 
CDA in arranging for, and carrying out, the field visit of the Listening Project in Angola.  Each 
of these agencies provided funds, staff and other in-kind support (hospitality, transport, etc.) to 
the effort, and CDA sent three facilitators to Angola to work with the staff of the agencies.   
 
Five teams of “listeners,” some composed of an Angolan with an expatriate, and others with only 
Angolan staff from the participating agencies, conducted over eighty conversations with more 
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than two hundred individuals in four Angolan provinces that were affected to varying degrees by 
the war:  Luanda, Benguela, Bié, and Huambo.  
 
The Listening Teams held conversations with returned refugees, IDPs, and a wide range of 
residentes, people who did not flee their home territories during the war, but in many cases spent 
months, if not years, living in the bush.  Conversations were held in a variety of settings, 
including but not limited to:  peoples’ homes and fields; outdoor markets; IDP and refugee 
resettlement camps; demobilized UNITA soldier settlements and vocational training facilities; 
churches and NGO offices, and outdoor common spaces in a number of cities, towns and 
villages. 
 
In order to expand the range of people to whom we listened, we made appointments to talk with 
local government officials, NGOs, business people, and religious leaders.   In most places, 
especially in rural communities, the Listening Teams began with a visit to the “Soba”, or 
traditional village chief, and/or with the local administrator or other government officials. We 
also made an effort to speak with people who did not present themselves for discussion, such as 
elderly villagers and women working in the fields.  
 
Our conversations included people from some of Angola’s major ethnic and racial groups; older 
people and youth; government officials and private citizens; men and women; people in urban 
areas and in rural areas; people who had received a great deal of assistance and people who had 
not; people who were disabled; people who held leadership positions and those who were 
socially marginalized.  Despite our efforts to reach as broad a range of people as possible, we are 
aware that what we heard represents only a small fraction of the opinions and judgments of all 
Angolans.  
 
Over the coming months, as we listen in many more countries, we will look for common themes, 
attitudes, conclusions and judgments that may be helpful to improve the effectiveness of future 
international aid efforts.  At the end of each section below, we reflect on some of the issues 
raised in the conversations that we feel deserve more listening and analysis. 
 
A note on the Context in Angola  
 
In Angola, there were serious problems for many years in delivering sufficient amounts of 
emergency food and medical assistance to large parts of the country, including vast swaths of the 
Central Highlands and Eastern Angola under UNITA control.1  In a country of between 12 and 
15 million people, as many as 1.5 million may have perished and four million been displaced 
during the 27-year war, with starvation and preventable diseases such as cholera, malaria, 
dysentery and typhoid taking a heavy toll.2   
 
Angola received a large and varied array of international assistance over the course of its long 
civil war (1975-2002), and in the four years since the fighting stopped.  This assistance has 
included emergency food and medical care, refugee repatriation, ex-combatant demobilization 

                                                
1 Specifically, the interior of Malanje, Bié, Huambo, parts of the Lundas, Moxico, and virtually all of Cuando Cubango 
Provinces.   
2 From the CIA World Factbook:  https://www.cia.gov/cia/publications/factbook/geos/ao.html  

https://www.cia.gov/cia/publications/factbook/geos/ao.html
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and re-integration, and post-conflict development efforts such as landmine removal, food-for-
work, infrastructure repair, and agricultural extension.   
 
It was in the above context that we carried out the Angola Listening Exercise.  We did not 
attempt to evaluate the performance of any one agency or the impact of any one type of 
assistance.  Rather, we did our best to elicit opinions from local people and communities on the 
impact of whatever kind of assistance they chose to tell us about. 
 
What We Heard 
 
One of the most common sentiments we heard was profound gratitude for whatever aid managed 
to get to people.  Conversations which eventually turned into detailed critiques of the way that 
aid efforts were planned and implemented usually began with kind words of thanks for the aid 
received.   
 
Four major themes emerged from the conversations.  These four themes were not necessarily 
expressed with uniform frequency or intensity across all four provinces, but all of them were 
heard in some form or another in all of the place that the Listening Teams visited.  These themes 
were:  Inequalities in the Distribution of Aid; Communications Challenges between Aid 
Agencies and Local Communities; The Appropriateness of Aid Efforts; and Obstacles to Peace 
and Development.  What the Listening Teams heard on each of these themes is presented and 
analyzed in the sections that follow. 
 
1.  Inequalities in the Distribution of Aid  
 
On inequalities resulting from classification as IDP, refugee, ex-combatant, or “residente” 
The most frequently voiced complaint was over perceived inequality among aid recipients (and 
non-recipients).  In Benguela, opinions varied on what the reasons for such inequalities might be, 
but people’s explanations focused more on physical locations (i.e. being too far away from 
distribution centers for aid agencies to deliver safely) and rarely touched on other classifications.  
In the other three provinces, people perceived inequality on the basis of their classification as 
either “refugees” (i.e., refugees who had fled the conflict in the DRC and sought refuge in 
Angola), “repatriated Angolan refugees” (mostly from camps in Zambia), internally displaced 
persons (“IDPs”), or “residentes.”  The latter group includes large numbers of Angolans who 
abandoned their immediate homes during the war, in search of food and/or security in nearby 
cities or in the bush, but did not cross international borders or stray far enough from their homes 
to qualify as either “refugees” or “IDPs.”   
 
In all four provinces, we spoke with people who fell into this “residentes” category.  In many 
cases they appeared to be struggling to meet subsistence needs, yet did not qualify for any 
specific assistance.  As one particularly frustrated farmer said, “When the war came, many 
people went to Zambia and other places, but we stayed here the whole time.  Today, those who 
fled receive aid, but we who spent the war years here are without any assistance at all.” 
 
At a refugee and IDP camp in a peri-urban location, people talked about tensions between 
Angolan IDPs from various interior provinces (Malanje, Huambo, Bié, Moxico), on the one 
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hand, and refugees from the Democratic Republic of Congo, whom they referred to as 
“Catangenses” (a derogatory name for someone from Katanga Province, DRC), on the other.  
One group of IDPs alleged that most of the bona-fide DRC refugees had already departed, while 
their children, who they claimed were Angolan citizens with national identity cards, inhabited 
the so-called “refugee camp” and continued to receive direct aid from the Angolan Armed 
Forces.  
 
However, Congolese refugees often told very different stories.  For instance, several female 
refugees described problems that they and their children had experienced with receiving aid, 
including accessing the Angolan ID cards, for which they said they had to pay AKZ 8,000 
(roughly USD 100).  This same group of women said that aid had largely ceased and that aid 
agencies did not make good on their promises to repatriate them.  
 
Conversations in this location provided evidence of dissatisfaction on the part of Angolan IDPs 
with what they perceive as preferential treatment for refugees from the DRC and their children. 
As one Angolan IDP living in close proximity to the DRC camp, said “We have been abandoned 
here... there’s a lot of conflict here, the Catangenses are stronger than us.  Every weekend, fights 
break out among the youth, using mostly improvised weapons (sticks, bottles).  Normally, no 
shots are fired.”  
 
Some of the people we spoke with were urban poor in Luanda with no official status as IDP, 
refugee, or “residente.”  Some of these people told us that they had received no aid, but that the 
young children of the refugees and the IDPs generally get along.  However, when there are 
problems between children from the rival groups, and the parents get involved, it can lead to 
conflict. One person cited an instance where the refugees killed one of the IDPs, though we 
could neither confirm nor disprove this. 
 
Adding to the tension in one particular neighborhood was the fact that the borehole that had 
previously serviced the IDP section of the camp was broken, so those residents were forced to 
purchase their water from their “Congolese” neighbors, whose pump was still working. 
 
Another concern expressed frequently during conversations in the interior provinces focused on 
efforts by the Government of Angola and others to assist demobilized soldiers from UNITA’s 
fighting force, FALA, with gifts of cattle and other development assistance.  (This issue is 
discussed further under the theme of “Appropriateness of Aid.”)  In Huambo, and to a lesser 
extent, in Bié, the practice of providing ex-UNITA soldiers with cows as reintegration aid was 
often a divisive issue between ex-combatants and the communities in which they were supposed 
to be reintegrating.  As one person suggested, “Don’t distinguish between villagers – we all 
suffer.  We all have the same problems.  We are all community members. If an ex-combatant 
needs salt, I need salt also.”  Another advised aid agencies that, “the needs of the community 
and ex-combatants are the same, so give them the same aid. You must involve all in the 
community in the distribution.” 
 
In another example from Huambo, ex-soldiers received seeds and agricultural supplies, while 
other villagers did not.  As one person said, “When ex-combatants receive aid and the 
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community does not, it causes conflict.”  In this case, the conflict alluded to was non-violent, 
amounting to verbal altercations. 
 
When asked whether they thought it was fair for some community members, such as orphans and 
amputees, to receive special assistance, many people agreed that this kind of targeting was 
justified. However, another woman living in a combined IDP/refugee area explained how 
orphans were only eligible for assistance if no one had taken them in. To her it seemed 
unreasonable that people who share what little they have to help orphans should be ineligible for 
assistance.  
 
Elsewhere, we heard some positive examples of people helping one another, such as one ex-
combatant who shared food with their neighbours to gain their confidence. 
 
On inequalities resulting from the timing of refugee/IDP returns 
In some of the areas the Listening Teams visited, refugees and IDPs are only now returning to 
their home villages, or to resettlement camps.  Teams were told that these returnees often do not 
have access to as much support as those who returned during and immediately after the war.  
This is due to the massive and relatively rapid closure of most emergency aid efforts in the 
country over the past three years, as well as to the fact that those who return last tend to be 
placed on the most marginal lands.  Agencies which once provided essential food, medical and 
other social services to recent returnees have either left or are in the process of closing their 
programs, in many cases leaving a vacuum in their wake that is only slowly and imperfectly 
being filled by other actors, including government agencies.  
 
One person in Bié Province said, “Earlier, in the war, the Government took care of everything 
itself, even to the point where, when an epidemic arose in the community, it was the Government 
that helped us.  They gave us food, clothing, medicine... Now, we don’t receive anything.  The 
hospital [which was run by an international NGO before] isn’t even a hospital anymore – it has 
become a primary school.  Sick people have to run into town to buy medicine in the square.”  
 
Another person said, “New families of recent-returnees are still arriving... they do not receive 
any food aid but are surviving on what is left of the harvest from the fields where they used to 
live.”   A few people noted that “Aid agencies did some good work here... During the war, the 
aid was more intense... it had more impact during those times.” 
 
On inequalities resulting from selection criteria of beneficiaries  
The questions of whether to target and whom to target, as well as how to define needs and 
vulnerabilities, were perhaps subject to more diverse and contradictory opinions than any other 
issue.  Important differences emerged not just between local communities, international NGOs 
and other aid agencies on which individuals and households are or are not in need, and the 
selection methodologies involved in determining need--even the recipient communities disagreed 
strongly among themselves on who should receive assistance. 
 
In some villages, there was a strong ethos of solidarity and equality of suffering. As a group of 
seven male leaders and a Soba in one village remarked, “Don’t distinguish between villagers – 
we all suffer, we all have the same problems. We’re all community members.” A government 
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social services representative observed: “Sometimes they [aid agencies] think they are helping 
all the people, but sometimes they are destroying the relationships between people.” Another 
woman in her late 40s similarly opined: “Aid should be equal for all, not separate the people.”  
 
Some people went as far as to suggest that aid agencies should not target at all – either provide 
everyone in a given community the same level of assistance or provide none at all. “Dividing aid 
is not an option,” one Soba argued.   Another Soba in Huambo simply could not comprehend the 
rationale of “the vulnerable needing aid before others.” A man in his 30s also argued that, 
“When aid is not enough for everyone, it is not worth it to distribute because in the community 
there cannot be discrimination.” 
 
These perspectives stood in contrast with those who accepted that different aid for different 
people could be justified.  One old man in Huambo, for instance, said that “it is ok to give to the 
vulnerable if it really reaches them.” An ex-combatant who had received assistance suggested 
that agencies could target individuals within a given community for different levels of assistance 
on the basis of need, but urged providers to ensure that everyone in a given community at least 
receives something to reduce jealousies.  
 
In a discussion with over 20 women, both married and widowed, in Huambo, several complained 
about the targeting of widows and the elderly for assistance. They argued that the neediest 
families were those with the most mouths to feed, which in many cases did not meet any of the 
various official selection criteria for “vulnerability.”  However, when we asked what should be 
done if there is not enough food for everyone, some married women among them replied that, in 
that case, the widows and old people should get aid.  Still, there were others in the very same 
conversation who maintained “our situation is the same, so we should all get aid.” 
 
Statements from a Soba and a few other men in a village in Benguela hinted at the possible role 
of communication in how communities reacted to targeting. When asked if targeted aid was 
acceptable, they said that distribution done before giving any sort of explanation to the recipient 
community is bad, as people will not understand why certain community members are receiving 
aid while others are not.  If properly explained, however, these misunderstandings can be 
avoided.  For example, during the war, members of this community went to a Catholic mission 
for help.  The sisters explained that there were others who were needier than they were and that 
these individuals would receive more assistance.  The community could see that this was indeed 
the case and they had no problems with the nuns’ decision.  
 
One Benguela community had received no assistance for the past five years, but knew of another 
community that was receiving aid.  Yet this group of villagers understood and accepted the 
reason – that they did not fulfill the criteria of having formed an association. They mentioned 
that they could go to this other community and ask for advice on how to access aid, but that they 
had not done so.  
 
In another area, a government representative referred to differences among NGOs to justify why 
there were differences between communities in terms of the aid received.  The government 
divided the community into halves and assigned each to a different agency, however he said that 
some NGOs relied too much on government population estimates for distribution.  He said such 
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estimates were often not good and resulted in too little aid.  An elderly man added, “If I only get 
one hoe, then how am I supposed to lend it to the person that didn’t receive? Then I go without.”  
 
On inequalities resulting from political tensions and lack of transparency  
In all four provinces, people complained about discrimination in the allocation of aid, some 
suggesting it was politically motivated.  A few people made allegations of corruption in the 
international assistance pipeline, especially on the part of local government counterparts.  When 
asked for specific examples, people referred to un-kept promises of aid, problems with 
registration, endless paper-chases, and bribes solicited by local officials in charge of certain 
forms of assistance.  
 
Listening Teams heard some complaints of overtly political discrimination from self-identified 
UNITA supporters.  For example, several people in a UNITA-leaning village said “Here we 
don’t have access to any veterinarians, and during the public vaccination campaign for cattle we 
were excluded from the government’s program.”   
 
Another complained about the local government’s efforts to distribute aid, saying “They show up 
only rarely, sometimes late in the day, and only talk to certain old men of the village.  As of now 
they have only provided roofs for five houses, while other houses are right now falling apart in 
the rains!” 
 
In one village where the local government left the decision of determining who was “vulnerable” 
up to the village Soba, people said that many of the Soba’s friends – older men, mostly – made it 
onto the list, while some who were truly vulnerable did not.  In another village, a conversation 
that began openly with a farmer and his family became noticeably more closed when a 
Government official joined.  The official appeared eager to control the discussion, offering to 
justify why some neighboring communities were receiving aid while this one was not.  
 
One community leader suggested that people who make charitable contributions to aid agencies 
are not given the full picture of what becomes of their donations. He said, with others nodding in 
agreement, that “people in the U.S. who think they are helping the suffering need to know that 
things are not done as they should be.” He mentioned aid that was stored in warehouses and sold 
in markets rather than distributed equally.  And, he insisted that aid was not distributed “justly,” 
going on to say that aid may be siphoned off at some point in the distribution chain. His 
explanation was quite detailed and supported by his personal experience as a distribution truck 
driver for one international aid agency. 
 
In another province, several people told corroborating stories in separate conversations and 
without prompting by the Listening Team, of mismanagement and corruption at a local hospital.  
They claimed that since the departure of a well-known international NGO which used to run the 
hospital well, the hospital staff, with the tacit support of its management, had been looting 
publicly supplied medicine and other medical supplies and selling them in private pharmacies in 
the nearby city square, many of which are allegedly run by the very same people who work at the 
hospital.  One person exclaimed, “For me, the public hospital is a serious problem.  I realize 
that this is a national problem, but right here, right now, they lack the most basic things.  The 
city is full of pharmacies, each of them run by one of the technicians from the public hospital, 



 8 

where basic medical supplies are always lacking.  They don’t even have a single syringe!  
Another problem, apart from the shortage of medicine, is that people need to scrape together 
USD 100 for an operation; without this money, they will not do anything.  In the emergency 
room, there is nobody… the internal administration [of the hospital] is in chaos.”  
 
Some lamented the lack of accountability in local government, and a local political culture of 
impunity and repression.  As one person said, “This is another problem:  that the common 
people have no voice with which to denounce these injustices.  They have no voice to speak… 
Honestly, I don’t know if the great men know that such a situation exists.”  
 
While corruption may be common at all levels of government and private business, there are 
certainly some Angolan government agencies and people that are doing good work.  Listening 
Teams spoke with several civil servants who spoke frankly about the problems they faced in 
trying to deliver adequate social services to the poor.  However, many of these people are either 
not paid at all or are paid far less than a living wage.  This, coupled with the low risk of being 
held accountable, provides a strong economic incentive for corruption and graft.  
 
Listening Project reflections on Inequalities in the Distribution of Aid 
 
For the past several years, the assumption among many donor governments, UN agencies, 
international financial institutions, and international NGOs has been that the Angolan 
Government does not need more resources so much as it needs to make better and more 
transparent use of the resources it already possesses.  This is in part understandable with respect 
to financial resources, especially since the Angolan oil sector has been experiencing a major, 
sustained boom that has made billions of dollars in additional revenues available to the 
government each year.  
 
However, following so many years of war and destruction, change cannot be expected to happen 
overnight.  In discussing international aid, people often mixed in concerns about government-run 
programs and programs begun by NGOs that were handed over to the government. In other 
words, many people could not distinguish between perceived problems related to aid agencies 
and problems stemming more from government lapses. This may suggest a need for more 
monitoring and investment by donors and aid agencies to build the capacity of the government to 
deliver services equitably to all Angolan citizens, rather than a general withdrawal of resources.   
 
The issue of targeting of assistance is also not new to aid agencies, and yet communities continue 
to bring it up here, as well as in other countries recently visited by the Listening Project. One 
Angolan team member agreed that aid should be based on needs, and that a family with 8 
children would seem to be more vulnerable than a single widow. But he argued that if the 
targeting decisions were left up to the Soba, then the selection process may be corrupted.  This 
raises the possibility that some people may not have rejected targeting out of principle or 
“culture,” but because it opens the door for corruption.  This explanation also resonates with 
instances where villagers accepted aid for the vulnerable if it actually reached them, or pointed 
out that even though agencies targeted the elderly, they still knew of needy old people who 
received nothing.  
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One way of addressing this problem constructively would be for aid agencies to include 
representative members of recipient communities, such as women, youth and the elderly, in the 
process of deciding whom to target.  Doing so could allow agencies to evaluate community 
perspectives on vulnerability and to involve them in the difficult process of allocating often 
scarce resources.  By involving and communicating these decisions to all in the community, 
there would be more transparency and fewer opportunities for corruption in the beneficiary 
selection process. 
 
Because of the wide spectrum of views we heard within and across communities on targeting, 
and the apparent emotions it stirred up, the questions about inequalities in the distribution of aid 
certainly warrant more attention and analysis.  
 
2.  Communication between Aid Agencies and Local Communities 
 
The second major theme to emerge from the Listening Teams’ conversations concerned the 
challenge of effective communication between aid agencies and local communities.  People 
described communications problems at every phase of the project cycle, from needs assessment 
and program design, to implementation, and close-out.  
 
On involvement in community needs assessment and program design 
Many people talked about not being consulted about their needs and how they could best be met, 
and how they would prefer to have assistance allocated among community members.  In some 
cases, communities said that when aid agencies did consult locally, they relied upon only one 
individual or group, such as the Sobas or local government administrators, to represent the 
village’s needs.   
 
In Huambo, Benguela and Luanda, many people commented on a specific problem with the 
registration process – that some beneficiaries miss it. For instance, a group in Huambo said they 
did not receive aid because they missed the registration process. One woman emphasized that 
agencies should tell people when they are coming to register so that people know and can be 
present, otherwise they may be working in the fields.   
 
On communications challenges during program implementation  
Other people complained about communications challenges that hampered the effective delivery 
of aid.  Many noted that aid agencies and their local government partners often did not provide 
timely and accurate information to communities regarding when aid would be arriving, how 
much would be delivered, and to whom.  In some places, aid was described as if it “came from 
the sky,” with people saying they received aid without any prior knowledge of what was to come 
and without any ability to provide feedback about what had come and how it had been delivered.   
 
In one example, a single mother and head-of-household described how one morning she woke up 
to find that goats had appeared overnight in her village, though none of them were for her.  
“How did this happen?” she asked.  One individual had a similar complaint, saying, “One 
problem with the project is the way that they show up unannounced, in the late afternoon.  By 
doing this, their efforts to raise awareness and educate people on the correct use of chemical 
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fertilizers, etc., only reach a few people.  Many folks weren’t present and, therefore, were not 
informed.” 
 
Another person from the same community, said: “MINARS [the Ministry of Social Reintegration 
and Support] promised us lots of things, but they only spoke with certain of the ‘mais velhos’ 
(eldest).  The zinc roofs [that they promised us] have been very difficult to get… we are still 
waiting.  Also, MINARS only comes by rarely, sometimes in the late afternoon.”  A third person 
from this same community, in a separate conversation and without prompting, corroborated this 
story, saying “The roofs that did arrive, arrived on a holiday in October, at 6pm.  That is to say, 
at a time and on a day when they [MINARS] would not find many people here.  They promised us 
25 roofs, but what arrived was not sufficient.” 
 
These sentiments were echoed in other places, such as one farmer who described how he 
received spades and tools, but no seeds because he did not know when the seed delivery was 
scheduled.  Likewise, one man in a village expressed a desire frequently heard, saying “If we 
knew what we were going to receive, we could make a plan.  As it is, we can only begin to plan 
from the moment that the aid is received.” 
 
 
On communications about the end of programs and the termination of aid  
In many cases and in all four provinces, the impending termination of longstanding aid programs 
was not effectively communicated to people who had grown accustomed, and in some cases 
dependent, upon this assistance.  This led to unnecessary hardship in many cases, as beneficiaries 
lamented that they could have prepared themselves better for life after the program(s), had they 
been told in no uncertain terms when the aid would cease. 
 
In one example, a village had been receiving aid every three months for several years, but in 
December 2005, they waited for a distribution that never came.  They had no notice and had to 
sell their assets including chickens and charcoal to survive.  An elderly woman in another village 
told of how the aid they received during the war was desperately needed, but that when it ceased 
two years before the war ended, “people had no explanation whatsoever about why the aid 
stopped.” In several conversations in IDP and refugee camps around Luanda, people said that 
inquiries about why the agencies had left were met only with the explanation that, “the contract 
was up.”  
 
One government official said: “One mistake that we have noticed is the closure of the aid 
[programs] leading to depression on the part of those who were benefiting from them.  If, in the 
course of delivering the aid, there had been awareness-raising as to the fact that the aid was 
only temporary, would only be there to help them for a little while, they [the beneficiaries] would 
have understood this and the [closing of the programs] would not be cause for such sorrow.” 
 
In some cases, refugees were not told why agencies stopped helping them, often leaving them 
withough legal documentation to send children to school, register to vote, and obtain government 
services.  Others were not informed ahead of time whether agencies would help them to 
repatriate, saying “we have been waiting for a long time and there is no answer to our request to 
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return home.”  Some sold everything they had, expecting support to return, but no one ever came 
to help them.  
 
Listening Project reflections on Communications Challenges 
 
Aid agencies may think they are communicating effectively with local communities, and make 
good-faith efforts to do so, but because they are speaking to the wrong people, or to not enough 
people, or at the wrong time, the information the agencies receive can be incomplete or biased 
and the information the agency wants to communicate may not get to all of the people who need 
to hear it.  This is certainly not a new problem, which leaves us to wonder: what more can be 
done to address it more effectively?   
 
3.  The Appropriateness of Aid Efforts 
  
On the promises and delivery of aid putting people at risk 
Some of the most worrisome criticisms we heard concerned situations where aid delivery 
directly or indirectly placed people at risk of retribution, robbery, and other forms of violence.  
For instance, two women who had squatted in an abandoned train station on their way home after 
the war said that on the days they received aid, they were frequently robbed, as no protection was 
provided by outside agencies or the Government.  
 
In another instance, people said that when they left their homes to collect their aid packages from 
a distribution site, people from other communities that were not eligible to receive aid would go 
to the receiving community and steal goats, or wait for people to return and then seize the goods 
they had received.   
 
One woman felt people were put at risk when, as IDPs in one of the provincial towns, they were 
told that food aid had run out. She and others were compelled to gather and sell firewood. They 
would walk two hours in search of a suitable tree, risking personal attack and robbery by 
“combatants and people living in the forest.”  This story was echoed elsewhere in Benguela 
where aid targeted some people multiple times, while others who received nothing had to 
similarly risk their lives to find firewood outside the towns.  
 
In the post-war context, receiving certain kinds of assistance can clearly identify recipients as ex-
combatants from one side or the other in the civil war.  Some who were trying to hide their 
affiliation with UNITA said that receiving the donor-supported aid to ex-combatants had “outed 
them.”  Especially in the case of demobilized UNITA soldiers or villages known to be UNITA-
leaning, this can lead to individuals or entire villages being targeted for retribution or 
discrimination.   
 
In some communities, people spoke of tension between ex-combatants from UNITA and MPLA.  
Certain comments indicated that the latter are resentful or envious of UNITA reintegration 
assistance, leading to conflict between demobilized soldiers of the opposing parties.  In an 
MPLA community, someone put it this way: “They (UNITA) caused the war, we are here (in an 
IDP camp) because of them. They should not get anything.” 
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In one area, people spoke of a recent incident involving refugee returns and resettlement from 
camps in Zambia.   The Zambian Government apparently said on October 1, 2006 that all 
Angolan refugees had to return to their places of origin, and guaranteed them airfare.  Soon after 
this announcement, the police came and burned their houses in the refugee camp.  These people 
claim that all the people in the camp were ready and willing to return home and were just waiting 
to be taken to the airport.  
 
Listening Project reflections on the promises and delivery of aid putting people at risk 
 
Many if not all of the accounts we heard of insecurity surrounding aid deliveries in Angola 
during the war were likely a direct result of the nature of the war itself, rather than failures on the 
part of any agency. Nonetheless, stories like these continue highlighting old questions about how 
best to deliver aid without putting the recipients at greater risk. 
 
Targeted support for ex-combatants is often a necessary component of post-conflict peace-
building and reconstruction efforts, however aid agencies should be able find creative ways to 
ensure that it does not increase jealousies and the potential for further violent conflict.   
 
On aid that is of poor quality, poorly timed or inappropriate 
Humanitarian aid did not reach many regions of Angola for extended periods of the civil war, 
leading to widespread starvation and malnutrition.  Almost everywhere, however, people 
appreciated the aid that did get through. But they had hoped for more.   
 
Despite nearly universal expressions of gratitude, a significant number of recipient groups 
criticized the quality and type of assistance provided.  In some instances, this related to farming 
tools that broke soon after distribution or that were of types not useful for local methods and 
soils.  People said they would prefer fewer tools of better quality.   
 
In one community, local women spoke of blankets being distributed that gave many people an 
itchy rash, making them unusable.  In several other communities, people spoke of receiving peas 
and lentils, which they had never eaten and did not know how to prepare. Initially, they were 
upset but came to like both once the agencies explained how to cook them.  People also repeated 
stories of corn and rice infested with insects, which was either eaten out of desperation or sold as 
pig fodder at well below the price for corn fit for human consumption. 
 
Most people thought seed multiplication projects, through which seeds are “loaned” at the 
beginning of the growing season and returned, with interest (in the form of seeds) was a 
reasonable approach, but several people mentioned problems with it.  While typical interest rates 
(juros) seemed to be 1-2 kg in addition to what had been borrowed, one group complained that a 
government distribution program required people to return double what they had received. 
Another group complained that crop failures resulting from a lack of rain meant they had to sell 
assets to repay their debts, saying “We thought they were supposed to help the community, not 
take things away.” 
 
A very common complaint in the interior provinces, where most of the rural population is 
engaged in subsistence agriculture, was that aid programs were not helping with access to 
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chemical fertilizers.  Absent this, people said that any efforts to improve agricultural productivity 
on their poor soils were deeply constrained.  In most cases it was not a shortage of fertilizer, but 
rather its high price, that prevented poor farmers from accessing it.  The comments of two 
farmers from Bié are illustrative, “Fertilizer is very expensive.  We need it but we never got it.  
People need to sell maize in order to purchase fertilizer...” and “We don’t manage to get enough 
out of our fields due to the infertility of the soils, which are exhausted from our having to 
cultivate the same plots every year, and without fertilizer.”  
  
One group described how seeds were distributed at the wrong time in the growing season to be 
useful, saying that people were given seeds when they were starving and were expected to keep 
them until the planting season.  Predictably, these people ate the seeds to stay alive.   
 
In another area there were complaints about food aid being cut off prior to the harvest, so that 
people went hungry. “No one ever explained,” people said [that] “the food aid stopped and 
agricultural assistance started. We needed food to continue until the first harvest.”  Another 
quote sums this problem up well: “If a poor person is hungry and you give them a goat, I 
promise you they will sell it the same day.  For these projects you have to invest in people that 
have a basis for survival.” 
 
Other criticisms people voiced pertained to the content, gender appropriateness, and usefulness 
of training programs.  One example involved female ex-combatants whose only option for skills-
building was in bricklaying and masonry, which are not trades typically undertaken by women in 
Angola.  As one of the female masons-in-training observed, “It is difficult to find a job [as a 
woman] with this skill.”  We later learned that some, if not all, of the women engaged in this 
program were only doing it for the cash subsidies that they received, not for the skills-building 
component. 
 
Another concern about the bricklaying program was that it was partly targeted at people living in 
a slum, where people said that there was no local market for such services.  Finally, one ex-
combatant who was already trained and practiced as a medic, lamented that brick-laying was the 
only further training opportunity open to him in this province, where medical expertise is in short 
supply. 
 
Listening Project reflections on aid that is of poor quality, poorly timed or inappropriate 
 
Better knowledge of local agricultural markets, practices, livelihood strategies, and conditions 
(such as soil quality) might have allowed aid agencies to design more effective interventions than 
those that people spoke of. However, comments made by a number of people led the Listening 
Teams to think that poorly designed and implemented programs could also accelerate 
environmental problems related to the use of chemical fertilizer.   
 
As for the concerns about training programs, Listening Teams noted that more information about 
local markets and intended beneficiaries could be very helpful both in designing and in 
following-up from training programs.  If aid agencies talked separately to each targeted 
beneficiary group, they could design more appropriate programs, rather than taking a “one size 
fits all” approach.   
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Aid agencies working in an emergency, constrained by many practical considerations, often 
deliver what they have when they have it. However, these examples of poorly timed aid relate to 
the period after the war and to efforts intended to help people reestablish themselves. Since the 
security situation was much better now, and so too was information about people’s conditions, 
the Listening Teams were left to wonder whether small efforts to improve planning might do 
much to improve the outcomes and impact. 
 
4.  Obstacles to Peace and Development  
 
On disincentives to return 
In all four provinces, IDPs expressed reservations about returning to their places of origin, and 
many former IDPs and refugees said that they had been better off living in the camps.  They gave 
many different reasons for this.  In the case of IDPs who have not returned, many fled situations 
of famine and violence, and often had traumatic memories of the places they left behind.  Others 
had simply been away from their home villages and provinces for so long that they had deeper 
roots in the places where we met them than the places they had fled.  One person we spoke with 
in Luanda had a typical response, “I’m never going back there [to an interior province]; I 
already have children and grandchildren here in Luanda and I have nobody back home 
anymore.” 
 
People mentioned a number of difficulties related to returning. One was finding the resources 
necessary to (re)establish a livelihood. Others included the logistical problem of finding 
transportation to remote areas; raising the money necessary to relocate; and, overcoming fears 
about the reemergence of violence after coming elections.   
 
Many people said that they had been better off in the refugee camps.  Some said they had been 
forced to leave the camps and not allowed to bring supplies and assets that they had accumulated 
while they were refugees or IDPs with them when they returned.  At least one returnee decided 
to forgo the resettlement package of three months of food, a reintegration kit of non-food items 
and agricultural implements so that he could pick up cows that he owned in Western Angola.  
 
A number of returnees noted that they could not bring many of their belongings with them when 
they were repatriated by planes from neighboring countries, while others said they had been told 
by aid agencies that they would get assistance when they returned.  However the supplies were 
limited and often they could not replace the assets they had left behind.  At least one person 
suggested that aid agencies should have worked with the government to either help them move 
with their animals and goods, or at least help them to get a fair price for the assets they had to 
sell before returning.   
 
A young Angolan woman that a Listening Team spoke with at a returnee camp spoke perfect 
English and no Portuguese, having spent almost her entire life in a refugee camp in Zambia, 
where she completed 12th grade and had a good job with an international NGO.  When her time 
came to return, she did so even though it meant leaving a relatively stable existence in the camp 
for a life of great uncertainty. She said that she had been unable to learn Portuguese or to secure 
work as an English teacher, so she subsisted by gathering wood for charcoal production and 
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carrying bricks and water for other households in the camp, even though the original returnee 
camp was located next to a mine field.  
 
Listening Project Reflections on Disincentives to Return 
 
While it is a challenge for refugee repatriation agencies to worry about shipping furniture, 
animals, bicycles, and other assets, as well as helping people to return home, they could do more 
to ensure that the people in their care receive a fair price on local markets for durable goods too 
large to carry home with them on repatriation flights.  
 
Refugees who have spent most of their lives in a camp may need some training in the national 
language of the country to which they will be repatriated.  This seems obvious, but it may be 
overlooked by agencies in the haste to get them home.   
 
On the need to support sustainable livelihoods 
Many people said they did not want any more gifts of food, but rather they needed training, 
agricultural implements, seeds, fertilizer, and other forms of support so they could seek 
employment and/or grow their own food more effectively.  As one person put it, “The help we 
are getting is for today only, not for the future.”  
 
Another said, “Emergency aid is of value in itself, but not forever.  Like first aid, it has to be 
combined with development aid.  If you distribute food, you must distribute seeds and tools and 
agricultural training.”  A few people also criticized a more singular focus on improving 
agricultural production during the rainy season, saying this leaves them vulnerable to drought 
and other problems. 
 
A number of people talked about how they had used humanitarian assistance donations to start 
small businesses, sometimes in cooperation with friends, family members, and neighbors. Others 
mentioned different coping mechanisms and livelihoods strategies that they had used to make 
ends meet, such as producing charcoal, wine making, honey gathering, and the preparation of 
traditional drinks and remedies, while often maintaining a small plot to grow food.  A few people 
questioned why aid agencies distributed seeds and tools to widows and older people without the 
strength to farm large plots, instead of supporting what they were already doing to generate 
income.   
 
One small village appeared to be relatively well off in terms of the number of cows and goats 
present. An older woman explained that they belonged to young people who had borrowed 
money to go to larger towns where they worked and saved their income, eventually returning and 
buying livestock.  She lamented that the number of people able to do this was limited by the fact 
that, “there are not many people who can lend money to others.” In another community, several 
men explained that villagers were able to purchase cattle by saving for and raising goats, and 
with the savings from selling goats, a person could purchase a cow or bull.  
 
In one of several positive examples of aid agency programs focused on supporting more 
sustainable livelihoods, a group of women in one location had used chickens provided by the 
agency to generate income, and had also started their own savings fund with technical assistance.    
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Listening Project reflections on the need to support sustainable livelihoods 
Listening Teams visited some communities which, despite receiving no aid, seemed to have 
developed some good coping skills.  This is not to suggest that aid was unnecessary or that it was 
counterproductive. People clearly stated that it saved lives and was helpful.  Rather, the 
Listening Teams wondered why aid agencies had not done more to support diverse livelihoods 
initiatives, rather than taking a “one size fits all” approach to distributing seeds and tools to many 
people. 
 
On the insecurity of land tenure  
In some of the areas we visited, people made references to the insecurity of their land tenure, 
which in Angola also refers to property rights over residential real estate (homes).  As one person 
noted, “There are many lands and houses that have been inhabited for many years by non-
legalized people.  Many of the original owners (os donos das casas) now want to return – it’s a 
problem over ownership of houses and land that is going to cause problems.  This is another 
conflict that is going to arise here.” 
 
For example, one woman in Huambo, a recently returned refugee from a camp in Zambia, 
described how she returned to her home village to find her former home occupied by her 
husband’s brother.  Apparently unable to remove her brother-in-law from the house legally, the 
family offered her another house. 
 
In a village largely inhabited by demobilized UNITA soldiers and their families, one man told us 
of a recent incident in which the original plan for the village was suddenly changed by the local 
government administrator: “Then [she] came to us to say that, on the basis of a new cadastral 
survey, they were going to take possession of the lower part of the village, which had been 
planned for the health clinic, a soccer field, and a school.  Not any more...” 
 
The issue of land tenure has implications for agriculture-dependent livelihoods which are being 
supported by aid agencies.  Many of the people the Listening Teams spoke with in the interior 
provinces were sharecroppers who did not own any land, or whose small plots were insufficient 
even for subsistence purposes, and who needed therefore to spend some or most of their day 
working on other people’s lands. 
 
Listening Project Reflections on the Insecurity of Land Tenure  
A number of donors and aid agencies have worked on land reform issues, and people’s concerns 
suggest a need for more attention to this issue, especially if it threatens the long-term prospects 
for peace and development in Angola.   
 
 
A note on Reactions/Responses to the Listening Project in Angola 
 
A number of people the Listening Teams met who were familiar with various forms of project 
evaluation and research questioned the utility of this exercise. They were critical that without a 
uniform questionnaire as a basis for gathering data and without safeguards against biased 
sampling, the comparative and representative value of the results would be limited. These are 
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valid concerns and we recognize them as such.  However, what the broader Listening Project 
aims to do, and what we did in Angola, is not to conduct a rigorous survey, but rather to listen 
and capture people’s opinions and insights with a view toward learning directly from them.  
 
Given the predominantly critical nature of most of the conversations, people clearly believe their 
experiences have instructive value. Some of what they had to say is directly relevant for ongoing 
programs. Other comments relate more directly to government programming and the overall 
context, but still offer important insights for international assistance agencies working in Angola 
and in other post-conflict contexts. It is worth noting that in many instances the suggestions 
people offered were specifically directed toward future programming implemented elsewhere. In 
other words, Angolans themselves see their experiences as offering lessons applicable outside 
Angola. We hope, as they seemed to, that their willingness to engage with us will contribute to 
the constant process of improving the effectiveness of aid efforts. 


