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Environmental considerations on possible 
Cash and Voucher Assistance for St. Vincent’s 
Volcano Eruption Response
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1	 Reflections	based	on	the	advances	of	the	Project	“Environmental	Considerations	in	Cash	&	Voucher	Assistance”	in	Colombia.
 
2 In	general,	it	is	important	that	environmental	considerations	are	incorporated	in	Standard	Operating	Procedures	(SOP)	as	this	will	enable	their	application	in	all	
operations,	as	well	as	serve	as	a	reference	for	donors	and	potential	implementing	partners.	If	they	are	not	part	of	the	SOPs	they	shall	be	totally	or	partially	included	
in	every	project.

Environmental considerations on possible Cash and Voucher 
Assistance for St. Vincent’s Volcano Eruption Response1  

This document is based on early-stage findings of the Project “Environmental Considerations 
in Cash & Voucher Assistance” which UNHCR Colombia is developing with financial support 
of UNEP and in collaboration with the Colombia Cash Working Group (CWG). It has been 
adapted to the context of the Saint Vincent volcano emergency.

Environmental criteria to be considered by the organisation in the project cycle of cash and 
voucher assistance2  

In the selection of the delivery mechanism, prefer delivery by digital medias if context allows, 
especially through existing government transfer mechanisms or bank transfers.
In each step of the cash and voucher assistance implementation process consider the 
inclusion of environmental measures such as: minimise printing of documents, digitalisation 
of processes, electronic communication, handling of evidence in digital files, etc, as impact on 
the environment through management of electronic documents is lower. Note that vouchers 
with supermarkets may result in an increased volume of packaging generated, compared to 
vouchers used in markets or for specific commodities.
Include and value environmental criteria in the bidding terms of reference. In the analysis, 
the non-existence of certifications does not necessarily have to be an excluding factor. For 
example, retailers may not have formal certifications or policies, but may be interested in 
contributing to local commerce and/or applying environmental practices.
Include environmental criteria in the contract with suppliers of services (financial, logistics, 
office, supermarket, etc.) whenever possible, to be fulfilled in order not to affect the environment. 
Criteria may be existing and implemented social responsibility programmes and environmental 
policies, sustainable investment policies (e.g. in the case of financial service providers), good 
environmental practices (e.g. waste management), support and promotion of local services 
and markets, existence of sustainable management certifications, organic production, etc. 
When selecting the supplier, include the defined environmental agreements in the contract. If 
this cannot be done in the first cash/voucher intervention due to time constraints, ensure to do 
it in subsequent rounds of support. 
If you work with risk matrixes, include environmental risks such as a) natural phenomena and b) 
human actions, including environmentally damaging coping strategies or undesirable environmental 
behaviour that might be incentivised by receiving cash or vouchers in particular ways.
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During any market assessment, check the availability of environmentally friendly products (i.e. 
consider criteria such as durability, materials, product life cycle, possibilities of reuse/recycling, 
environmental impacts or emissions associated with production and alternative products, 
and final disposal of products). Use of vouchers allows aid agencies to include selective 
environmental criteria on the products to be bought, but should be balanced with beneficiaries 
having choice and empowerment (mixing cash with vouchers may be appropriate).
During the needs assessment consider also any unaddressed needs which could generate 
environmentally damaging activities/negative coping strategies and consider the findings 
to determine financial amounts; e.g. to avoid cooking with firewood, which contributes to 
deforestation, emission of greenhouse gases and causes serious health problems by inhaling 
smoke, it is recommended to include means for access to clean energy, not only for cooking 
(i.e. gas) , but also for other type of electricity consumption, livelihoods activities, etc. This may 
imply developing vouchers for energy or facilitating access to cooking facilities.   
Due to the specific context of the disaster, it is possible that the time of assistance may need to 
be extended. Therefore, it’s important to use monitoring during cash and voucher distributions 
as well as post distribution monitoring (PDM) to monitor that coverage is sufficient while 
beneficiaries keep depending on assistance (prices of imported goods may vary during 
hurricane season and due to COVID-19/supply chain issues, there may be a lack of locally 
produced food as a result of loss of harvest, etc.). Constant dialogue and feedback with 
recipients of cash and vouchers will help to detect any environmental impacts and correct them 
early. Consider adjusting the questions in monitoring by including products which could affect 
the environment (e.g. firewood) as part of the answers to the question what the beneficiaries 
have spent their cash transfer on) or including questions as “What are the basic needs of your 
household that you cannot cover (water, energy, waste management)?” Or “What is important 
to you when you select your products or/and services in the market (cost, quality/durability a 
mix of both)?” or “How do you try to minimise expenses (for example, do you recycle, reuse 
products/materials or prioritise expenses)?” Since people are likely to reduce expenditure on a 
range of goods and services, data related to changing spending habits in different sectors (e.g., 
health/nutrition, hygiene, transportation) may also have an indirect environmental impact.
Perform analysis of the questions and answers from an environmental approach, e.g. depending 
on expenses how could you generate savings in water, energy, purchase of materials, among 
others and in the following projects include key messages and/or cash for training that aim 
to decrease expenses while maintaining basic hygiene/health and environmental standards.
Including environment in lessons learned and reports could add value to the humanitarian 
response. Based on the lessons learned, internal processes can be adjusted and thus be 
reflected in a more effective and environmentally friendly assistance. They should report on 
any environmental impact observed during project implementation (inadequate consumption 
of water, energy, paper, plastic, etc., water pollution, loss of biodiversity, waste generation, air 
pollution, etc.). of water, energy, paper, plastic, etc., water pollution, loss of biodiversity, waste 
generation, air pollution, etc.). 
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Sectorial Approach

It is recommended that planners of any sectoral projects which may use cash and voucher 
assistance as a complementary approach conduct an analysis of potential environmental 
impacts of their projects. There exist different tools of greater or lesser complexity to do 
so, being NEAT+ and The Sphere Manual both tools of easy application which do not require 
environmental expertise. NEAT+ is a tool which helps to realise a screening of the environmental 
dimension, ideally as early as the planning of an intervention. For this purpose, questionnaires 
regarding the project site and the planned activities are completed. The tool cross-checks 
information related to the environmental sensitivity of the project location and its ecosystem 
with possible environmental impacts of the planned activities and provides recommendations 
for mitigation. The 2018 version of the Sphere Handbook includes environmental considerations 
to be taken into account in humanitarian response for sector. See also www.EHAconnect.org

Opportunities / Complementary Actions

Emergency employment or cash for training: Cleaning and waste management of disaster 
affected houses and, infrastructure; Capacity building concerning waste management 
on community level, generation of alternative livelihoods with the use of waste. Cash for 
environment incentive for participation in a waste clean-up, recycling or reforestation day or 
gas subsidy. Some of these activities could be integrated into long-term social protection 
programming. This can either be done as an optional activity (complementary programming) 
or as either a condition (i.e. mandatory to attend to receive the cash) or an additional bonus for 
participation. Aspects to include here could be broad and context specific, especially from the 
household/community perspective and very context specific. Some could be directly related 
to risk mitigation (i.e. Disaster Risk Reduction) and therefore, decreasing their vulnerability to 
environment hazards.
Develop waste collection and recycling schemes to reduce the environmental impact 
associated with the end-of-life of non-biodegradable parts of products that people can purchase 
with cash or vouchers. Such schemes can strengthen existing municipal programmes or be 
developed as income-generating activities. Coordinate with local authorities and companies 
and accompany with communication campaigns. This may work well in contexts where 
cash beneficiaries are in a defined environment such as a shelter. Cash transfers can also 
be complemented with awareness raising on waste minimisation and waste management, 
irrespective of shelter context.
Facilitate the participation of sustainable or local microenterprises in the markets frequented 
by Cash Transfer beneficiaries.
Sensitisation of beneficiaries focus on responsible consumption, waste management, water 
consumption, circular economy, among others.

https://eecentre.org/resources/neat/
https://eecentre.org/resources/neat/
https://spherestandards.org/handbook-2018/
http://www.EHAconnect.org
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Communication for development: Deliver key messages directly to the beneficiary population 
and host community that encourage practices, habits and other actions that contribute to 
care for the environment (environmentally friendly consumption options, guidelines for saving 
energy at home, basic elements to reduce, recycle and reuse household items). In the context 
of COVID-19, these could be through public posters, social media, text messages, radio and TV. 
Avoid that these messages generate greater environmental impact.
Sensitisation on environmental issues for the staff that will implement the projects, including 
sharing best practices/experiences amongst agencies (in coordination meetings for instance). 
In Saint Vincent, there is already political will to support environment in humanitarian action 
and a level of aid agency interest.
Coordination between organisations to minimise environmental impact, sharing good practices 
and carrying out joint assessments (e.g. NEAT assessment for specific projects) and preserve 
the environment.
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For feedback on this note, contact Dan Stothart, UNEP (dan.stothart@un.org), 
Ana Maria Florez Munoz (florezmu@unhcr.org) and Volker Sitta (sitta@unhcr.org).
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mailto:florezmu%40unhcr.org?subject=
mailto:sitta%40unhcr.org?subject=

