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On 12 January 2010 at 4.50 pm local time (the middle of the night in Europe), the Enri-
quillo-Plantain Garden fault awoke. The earth began to shake, thick white dust rose
above Port-au-Prince while a terrifying noise echoed out. Complete silence followed
only to be broken by the screaming and crying of hundreds of thousands of Haitians.
When the news reached us at Groupe URD we were in the process of sending the six
country reports of the Cluster II evaluation. We had written the Haiti country report
for this evaluation in late 2009. In the end, we could not send it - no one was left on the
Haitian side to receive it.  Since then, we have been constantly mobilized. On 13 January
we posted advice for actors and our assessment of the context on our site. Since then,
we have been to Haiti to conduct eight evaluation and organizational support processes
and several research projects. We have tried to share lessons at every opportunity via
numerous articles and participation in conferences. A great deal is at stake: since 2003
and the Bam earthquake in Iran, no year has passed without a major disaster (tsunami,
earthquake, flood, cyclone, etc.) erasing fragile advances in development and calling
into question certain paradigms of humanitarian action. There are no two ways about
it: we need to learn quicker, improve institutions, revise work methods and do all we
can to avoid repeating the mistakes that have been made in Haiti. We owe as much to
the dead and to the living.

Ankouraje! Nou kondane pou nou vanse! (Be brave! We are condemned to go forward!)

François Grünewald 
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Humanitarian space

The image of the humanitarian sector and the
confidence that people have in it determine the
quality of aid, the security of humanitarian staff
and the possibility of having a positive impact in
the long term. These are vital issues which need
to be taken into account in a difficult context like
Haiti which has experienced periods of violence
and which is confronted today with enormous
challenges following a large-scale disaster.
Understanding of the context, coordination
mechanisms and perceptions of the relations
between humanitarians, the government and the
army are key factors which need to be analysed to
understand the image of aid.

Contextual understanding, coordination and humanitarian space: key issues   
for Haiti

François GRUNEWALD 

Understanding a complex reality

In order to be able work in Haiti, one must first attempt
to understand the complex context there. The pre-
earthquake context was characterized by a number of
salient points.

Cultural complexity: Though there are no descendants
of the original inhabitants of the island, Haitian culture
is extremely rich. Haitian singers, painters and poets are
amongst the most famous in the Caribbean. Traditional
cultural life is deeply rooted in traditional Voodoo, and
has been enriched by numerous other religious and cul-
tural practices. The memory of slavery is still present.
Recent history has seen growing tension between tra-
ditional culture and evangelical churches which have
gained in influence in the last decades and are clearly
trying to limit the influence of traditional practices. 

History which has not been given sufficient recogni-
tion: Haitians are proud of their rich history: the first
black republic, the successful struggle for independence
from the pro-slavery, colonial West, a Human Rights
declaration which predates that of the French Revolu-
tion, etc.   But very early on, the development of the
country was held up by a number of obstacles: the pil-
laging of resources, military occupation, dictators sup-
ported by foreign powers, the destruction of rural
economies through the liberalisation of agricultural
markets which left Haitian products without protection
from international competition, etc. 

A troubled recent history but a gradual consolidation
of the State: Haiti has had a troubled recent history
with politically motivated violence with roots in the Du-
valier period. This political violence regularly led to the
intervention of international armies. The hopes raised

by Aristide’s Presidency were dashed amid misman-
agement and corruption. The period of turbulence
which followed, from 2000 to 2004, led to the applica-
tion of Chapter VII of the United Nations Charter and
the creation of the United Nations Stabilization Mission
in Haiti (MINUSTAH). Its stated objectives were to
maintain the security of the country and reinforce the
rule of law. Though significant progress was made na-
tionally and regionally via a policy of decentralization,
the continued presence of the MINUSTAH is now ques-
tioned by many Haitians and some observers. Why has
Chapter VII of the UN Charter been applied? What is at
stake politically for Latin American States? To what ex-
tent is the USA motivated by concerns about controlling
migration and preventing a “boat people” type phe-
nomenon? Not only has the costly MINUSTAH become
unpopular with the majority of Haitians, its presence
leads to the application of high level security proce-
dures by the United Nations system. This “security para-
noia” has contributed a great deal to the paralysis of
international aid, even since the earthquake of 2010.

Poverty and inequality: Today’s social fragmentation
has its roots partly in the colonial period (overexploita-
tion of natural resources, monoculture for the colonial
market and payment of a decolonisation tax1) and also
in the post-colonial economic system (market deregu-
lation with Haitian agricultural products unable to com-
pete with subsidised imports). These have contributed
to making Haiti the poorest country in the Caribbean.
72% of the population lives on less than two US dollars
per day. Alongside this poverty there is a high degree of
social inequality, with a number of families in posses-
sion of a large part of the national wealth. The lives of
many Haitians in rural and urban areas are often a case
of day to day survival, with a great deal of dependence
on aid and money transferred by the Haitian diaspora. 

Major vulnerability and extraordinary resilience: Dif-
ferent types of natural disasters have regularly struck
Haiti in the last decades. Poverty, environmental degra-
dation and weak development have made the country
very fragile. Landslides regularly disturb the circulation
of people and goods. There are frequent hurricanes and
tropical storms with tragic consequences for the popu-
lation. For example, in 2008 cyclones, which caused no
deaths in neighbouring countries, caused 800 deaths in
Haiti.   
One of the factors which made the effects of the earth-
quake worse was the fact that disaster management had
focused solely on climatic disasters. Priority was given
to the more frequent risks (cyclones, floods and land-
slides) rather than rarer risks like earthquakes. Never-
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theless, the Haitian population is incredibly resilient.
Rural and urban informal sectors are supported both by
the diaspora and by an extremely dynamic micro-fi-
nance system. 

A strategic position: Due to its geographical position,
Haiti falls within the sphere of influence of the United
States and regional powers like Brazil, Venezuela and
Chile. As Haiti is a French-speaking country and is rela-
tively close to the French territories of Guadeloupe and
Martinique, it is also within France’s sphere of influence.
As a result, political decisions to assist Haiti are not al-
ways disinterested. 

Haiti, the development aid abyss: As it has been allo-
cated considerable amounts of development aid, Haiti
is one of these places which makes people question
whether aid “really has any effect”. The “c” word (c for
coordination) is often accused of being the source of all
evil. Already, before the earthquake, complex coordina-
tion and governance mechanisms had been put in place.
These involved different families of stakeholders
(donors, international and national stakeholders, UN
agencies, multilateral actors, the Haitian government,
etc.) with different mandates (development, humani-
tarian, etc.). Dialogue between Haitian civil society
groups and the different international coordination fo-
rums has often been difficult.  

Then the earthquake struck, highlighting the major
structural weaknesses in the country and redistribut-
ing the cards in terms of coordination. 

Difficult coordination amid the devastation 

With terrible human losses and ministries and institu-
tions reeling, Haitian institutions found themselves in
the strange position of being both victims of the disas-
ter and actors taking part in the response. The UN lost
more staff in the earthquake than in any previous event,
including top managers such as the Special Represen-
tative of the Secretary General. NGOs too had to deal
with injuries, deaths and trauma within their won
teams.

In the days following the earthquake, while high level
meetings took place daily under a tent between Presi-
dent Préval, the Minister of the Interior and the hu-
manitarian coordinator, initial operational coordination
took place in the ruins and between the tents. Five key
clusters (Food Aid, WASH, Health, Shelter and Non-
Food Items and Logistics) were set up and soon were
confronted with the permanent turnover of staff sent to
provide short-term reinforcements and then with the
arrival en masse of NGOs of all sizes and varying de-
grees of professionalism. Certain clusters had to man-
age meetings with more than 200 participants. Around
ten meetings a day were held. The fact that all this was
set up at the MINUSTAH military base, now known in-
ternationally as the Log Base, with meetings predomi-
nantly held in English, created a great deal of distance
between international agencies and Haitian actors.
Progress has been made in recent months to reduce this
distance: coordination meetings are held in the city, in
French with translation and Haitian institutions are
being involved more. Unfortunately, the initial unhappy
phase has damaged the Haitians’ confidence in the aid
sector. More serious still is the fact that the Clusters did
not take into account the particular challenges of the
urban context. In the context of a major urban disaster,
where synergy between sectors is essential and central
to the integrated action of municipal services, the whole
strategy should have been coordinated by urban spe-
cialists who would have been able to strongly influence
the strategy of each individual sector. Unfortunately, the
opposite happened. Each cluster operated independ-
ently and inter-cluster meetings did not deal with
strategic questions.     

Amid all this chaos, the weakness of the humanitarian
leadership had a very negative impact: there was no
clear strategy, advocacy vis-à-vis the government was
weak as was the position taken in relation to the mili-
tary. The humanitarian coordination office in New York
took some time to realize how important this was. It
took four weeks before a Deputy Humanitarian Coordi-
nator arrived in Port-au-Prince and the Humanitarian
Coordinator then resigned. The nomination of the new
Humanitarian Coordinator (who also has the functions

The different coordination forums already in place 
before the earthquake

The Group of 11 (G11), which facilitated dialogue be-
tween the 11 main donors and the government. 

The Groupe d’Appui de la Coopération Internationale

(GACI), which included UN agencies, the MINUSTAH, inter-
national development agencies, donors and international
NGOs and facilitated coordination in the areas of disaster
preparedness, resource mobilisation and technical cooper-
ation. 

The Comité Permanent Inter-organisations

(CPIO/IASC), which was the coordination body for human-
itarian agencies. 

Internal coordination within the United Nations
was the responsibility of the United Nations Country Team
and the MINUSTAH and had at its head the Special Repre-
sentative of the UN Secretary General. 

The international NGOs who had been present in Haiti
for a long time had created the Comité de Liaison des ONG

(CLIO) which brought together national and international
NGOs. Haitian civil society was organised around specific
themes (Human Rights, etc.) or particular professions (e.g.
peasant farmer associations). 

The Système National pour la Gestion et la Réponse

aux Désastres (SNGRD) was created in 1999 under the aus-
pices of the Ministry of the Interior to manage disasters. It
was run by the Direction de la Protection Civile (DPC) which,
during previous disasters, had shown both its dynamism
and its limits. 
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of Deputy Special Representative of the Secretary Gen-
eral and Resident Coordinator) took place three months
later. There is general agreement that he should have
had a Deputy due to the enormity of the task facing him.
But Haiti paid the price of the vagueness of policy re-
garding HC deputies. Humanitarian coordination re-
mained quite weak in the face of the major challenges of
the reconstruction phase, the cyclone season and the
elections. The cholera epidemic underlined once more
the weaknesses of OCHA in its coordination of the re-
sponse, which should have adopted a multi-sector ap-
proach. Why was a Cholera Task Force, bringing
together the key actors involved, not immediately set
up as had been done in Zimbabwe?

In the meantime, the Interim Haiti Reconstruction Com-
mittee (IHRC) has been set up, co-presided by Prime
Minister Bellerive and former US President, Bill Clinton.
This original tool is still establishing its position, its soul
and its style. Working on the basis of meetings to record
projects which bring together Haitians, donor repre-
sentatives from headquarters and members of the na-
tional and international civil society, it in fact does not
have a great deal of funding as the funds for the recon-
struction have theoretically been placed in a trust fund
managed by the World Bank. 

The weakness of the Haitian institutions has too often
been used as an alibi for bypassing them. How many
NGOs have gone through the procedure of registering
with the unit in charge of NGOs at the Planning Ministry
or with the municipal services in the regions where they
work? How many send their Mission Reports? In re-
sponse to this intrusion by “whites” who, broadly, have
not respected certain basic rules, mistrust has gradu-
ally grown and classic “anti-NGO” feelings have begun to
take worrying proportions.  

Civil-Military coordination : who is serving
who?

One of the characteristics of this response has been the
considerable deployment of armed forces. These were
very useful in securing aerial traffic and then they rap-
idly became involved in three areas of activity: the pro-
vision of escorts, clearing rubble and engineering
works. The humanitarian community failed to adopt a
strong position in relation to the military or impose it-
self in relation to strategic and tactical decisions re-
garding military support to civilian operations. The
military component of the MINUSTAH and the US army
established a decision-making body which they could
easily control: the Coordination Support Committee
which includes the Haitian government,  foreign armed
forces, the MINUSTAH, the US Embassy and the UN Of-
fice for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs
(OCHA), the latter being the sole representative of the
humanitarian community. 

The armed escorts which have been imposed on NGOs
have been accepted by some, such as the large North

American NGOs, whereas European NGOs have been
much more reticent about using them, preferring to
work in close contact with communities as a risk re-
duction strategy. NGOs and the ICRC have always
worked without escorts in the most dangerous areas,
such as Martissant and Cité Soleil. In any case, in certain
neighbourhoods, showing up with MINUSTAH patrols
or with the US army is, in itself, an additional risk factor. 

The armed forces began their debris-clearing opera-
tions but very quickly came up against problems iden-
tifying sites where the debris could be deposited, the
government not having taken any decisions on this
issue. 

There was very little consultation of humanitarian ac-
tors before the creation of Camp Corail by the US army.
The creation of the camp was the result of the US army’s
influence over the Project Management Coordination
Committee and it will no doubt go down as one of the
decisions which should never be repeated. The stated
objective was to create a camp to clear the most vul-
nerable areas before the rainy season began. Though
the logistical planning of the camps and the moving of
people was relatively in keeping with military know-
how, they had a great deal of difficulty taking into ac-
count the human and social issues involved in these
displacements. It took BCAH/OCHA a long time to con-
vince the US army that people needed to be informed
and needed to be allowed to choose between being re-
located and staying where they were. The spatial or-
ganization of a site like Camp Corail is more like a
military camp than a human settlement in stark con-
trast with all the informal shanty towns which have
been built around it by people drawn by the hope of re-
ceiving some aid. Though the “stated” objective of Camp
Corail was to provide those who wanted to go with
somewhere safe to stay, the real objective would appear

A MINUSTAH patrol passes one of the earthquake
victims’ camps

© Groupe URD
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rather to have been to provide the US army with one
last beautiful humanitarian operation before its gradual
withdrawal from Haiti. In the short term, the Camp has
had the effect of creating an area that is completely de-
pendent on aid and in the long term its impact will prob-
ably be more makeshift housing and the expansion of
shantytowns.

The way humanitarian operations are carried out
after major disasters needs to be revised
One can never say it too often: the quality of contextual
understanding (culture, politics, institutions, etc.) is
central to the appropriateness of operations, both in re-
lation to “what needs to be done” and “who with”. The
tendency of humanitarians to rush in with blinkers on
needs to be overcome. In order to ensure that the aid
they provide is of good quality, there needs to be proper

understanding of situations, credible coordination
mechanisms and legitimate leadership. This is what we
should be working towards in the coming years. A com-
mon objection is that these things take time, but it is
often forgotten how much time, money and energy is
spent repairing the errors which a little analysis,
thought and sometimes even common sense would
have allowed us to avoid. Was it not Socrates who said
something like, “when there is an emergency, I sit down
and meditate”? 

François Grünewald, 
Executive Director, Groupe URD 

1 DOUYON, Frantz ; HOLLY, Daniel Douyon, F./ Holly, D. (2004) 

Haiti: the reconstruction is not at a standstill, but the challenges remain enormous

Point of view Pierre DUQUESNE

The first anniversary of the terrible earthquake which struck Haiti on 12 January 2010 was an appropriate mo-
ment for the Haitians themselves and the international community to look at the progress which had been
made in reconstructing the country. Without being unduly optimistic and without denying the size of the task
ahead, there is room for a slightly less negative view than the one given by many observers in January.  

I. This is not only a case of physical reconstruction, but also of institutional construction 

Immediately after the earthquake, over and above the legitimate compassion that was felt, the international
community and the press were right in their analysis: an earthquake of this magnitude would not have caused
so much damage had it not struck an extremely fragile country. In other words, the seismic fault revealed
structural faults.  

The consequences of the earthquake were worse than any previous natural disaster: physical and economic
losses representing 120% of GDP; 250 000 people killed; 1.6 million people displaced, a volume of rubble
equal to 15 or 20 times that of the World Trade Center in New York… But this earthquake also struck a coun-
try with only an anaemic administration: no Housing Ministry (and no Land Registry), no veritable gover-
nance of the Education sector (85% of which is private), no organised funding of the Health system, one of the
lowest rates of public revenue collection in the world…

One year on, in spite of the judgement rightly made by those who are faced with the ordeal, it has been very
tempting to say that no progress has been made. Though it is clear that decisions could (and should) have
been made more rapidly (here, like anywhere else, an electoral campaign does not lend itself to making diffi-
cult decisions), the fact that it has not all been fixed does not mean there has been no progress at all. 

Two points should be kept in mind:

- The reconstruction should not be measured only in terms of the volume of rubble cleared, or the amount of
funds allocated, but also in terms of the institutional building which is taking place. For example, in keeping
with the commitment made by President Sarkozy on 17 February 2010 in Port-au-Prince, France has pro-
vided places for 450 Haitian students in its universities, for around 20 pupils at the French National School
for the Judiciary (out of a class of around 150) and for 3 students at the Ecole nationale du cadastre (out of a
class of 12) … 

- The (re)construction will take at least a decade (in Indonesia, where there was a powerful State, the post-
tsunami reconstruction lasted almost five years): it is crucial that this long term view is adopted to make sure
all the relevant forces remain mobilised.
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II. The strong mobilisation of the International Community 

At the New York conference (31 March 2010), donor countries pledged to give 4.1 billion dollars in aid (not
including debt cancellation) for 2010-2011. Of the 2 billion promised for last year, almost 1.6 billion has been
committed, of which 1.3 has been disbursed. If we add the sums transferred in addition to the promises made
in New York, Haiti will have received 1.4 billion in donations in 2010, or more than 20% of its GDP. This
amount corresponds to the country’s absorption capacity: more money would have led to the risk of waste,
or embezzlement. This has taken the form of budget support and aid for projects. This is in addition to hu-
manitarian aid (approx. 2.3 billion dollars). The aid is permanently monitored by the United Nations system,
which, for the first time, makes donors accountable for their pledges.

President Sarkozy committed France to giving 261 million dollars (not including the French contribution to
EC aid) for the years 2010 and 2011. More than half of this was given last year, via budget support to help build
the State, the supply of 110 protection and civil security vehicles, numerous institutional support activities (in-
cluding the training of several hundred policemen and firemen), 450 scholarships in French establishments,
the sending of 50 civic service volunteers for back-to-school programmes, the setting up of digital and dis-
tance-learning university courses as well as the reconstruction of a hospital (with the USA) and two neigh-
bourhoods in Port-au-Prince. These activities will continue in 2011.   

International aid has therefore been given. But, as mentioned above, the rate of disbursement is far from being
the only relevant measure of progress.  

III. It is essential that the Haitians themselves are in charge and that there is coordination between all
the actors involved. 

History has taught us that disasters are never purely natural. Nature and State are closely interlinked. It will
be impossible to help reconstruct Haiti and construct the Haitian State if the Haitians are not allowed to take
control of operations and granted a modicum of trust. In parallel, the Haitians need to be able to arbitrate in
the areas for which they are responsible, without accusing donors. This working hypothesis, which has been
adopted by the international community since the disaster, is linked to three fundamental issues:

- The country needs to be able to raise more internal revenue, which would demonstrate its ability to make
brave decisions, to build a genuine public service which is currently lacking and the institutions that are re-
quired and also to cover the running expenses of the investments financed by the international community
and to reduce inequalities; 

- Haiti needs to implement the tools needed to ensure the transparency and integrity of public finances, or in
other words, actively fight against corruption, as Indonesia was able to do;

- It is not enough to involve only governments either at the Haitian level or the international level – non-gov-
ernmental actors also need to be involved. France instigated meetings with non-governmental actors such as
local authorities, NGOs, businesses and the diaspora in preparation for the New York conference. This in-
volvement should continue, as is the case in France.

The coordination of all actors is carried out by two institutions: 

- The first is unprecedented in the world of development: the Interim Haiti Recovery Commission (IHRC)
which prefigures a purely Haitian reconstruction agency. It approves projects and sector-based strategies, al-
lows partnerships and co-funding to take place and, despite all its faults, pushes for coordination and decision-
making. Its board is made up of thirteen bilateral and multilateral donors and thirteen Haitians (who represent
all sectors of society); 

- The Haiti Reconstruction Fund (HRF), a trust fund managed by the World Bank and presided over by the Hait-
ian Ministry of Finance. It is given strategic guidance by the IHRC, complements funding and will, in time, be
the soul donor coordination body.

The reconstruction of Haiti is an enormous challenge. It is untrue to say that the international community has
not fully understood this. We all must be steadfast in our determination. It is counterproductive to say that
the reconstruction is not moving forward, in relation to public opinion in our countries and also, and partic-
ularly, in relation to the Haitian people who must take their destiny into their own hands. 

Pierre DUQUESNE

French Ambassador in charge of economic questions related to reconstruction and development
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Economic and social recovery in rural areas following the earthquake in Haiti:
linking relief, rehabilitation and development

Crises and vulnerabilities

One year after the earthquake, Haiti is still faced
with many problems. One of the International
Community’s missed opportunities during the
first months of the response was not to have
boosted agriculture and invested in rural areas
to help them take in displaced people and create
an economic counterweight to Port-au-Prince.
Certain projects, such as the one run by
SOLIDARITÉS INTERNATIONAL on the hillsides
of Petit-Goâve, which combines a response to
emergency needs while trying to deal with the
structural causes of food insecurity, show what
is possible. 9 months on, an in-depth assessment
of production systems and good knowledge of
the area and the hillsides farming system have
allowed the teams to establish strong links with
the communities and to adapt the project over
time in response to changes in the context,
changing needs and changing resilience
strategies.

Erwin SCHMITT, Fabien THOMAS, Peggy PASCAL 

I-   The earthquake, its direct consequences and
the humanitarian response 

On Tuesday 12 January 2010, an earthquake of magni-
tude 7.3 on the Richter scale, whose focus was less than
10 km deep, was recorded in Haiti’s Western depart-
ment. More than a hundred aftershocks were recorded
in the hours and days following the earthquake. A
strong aftershock of magnitude 6 was recorded as late
as January 20 to the North-West of Jacmel (South-East-
ern department). 
The commune of Petit-Goâve was one of the most se-
verely affected in the Western department. One of the
earthquake’s two epicentres was situated 5 km from
Petit-Goâve. 

The direct consequences of the earthquake in Petit-
Goâve were: 

-  2000 of the population of 157000 were killed.

-  32000 houses were destroyed or badly damaged forc-
ing people to find shelter with neighbours or families
or in makeshift shelters. This was followed by mass dis-
placement from urban to rural areas and the setting up
of numerous camps for displaced persons.

-  Damage to roads such as the Route nationale 2, which
was blocked by fallen rocks, or minor access roads to
the hillsides and the mule tracks/paths which cover
them, linking villages and allowing the distribution and
sale of agricultural produce. 

The humanitarian response

Following the earthquake, a large number of actors rap-
idly began to provide emergency aid: access to water
and sanitation, food aid and the distribution of emer-
gency shelters and basic necessities. But during the ini-
tial months, the majority of this aid was concentrated
in urban areas and displaced persons camps in the
plains. Very few organizations were conducting opera-
tions in the hills. Yet, following the earthquake, thou-
sands of people had come from the cities to find refuge
with their families who lived in the hills. This massive
and sudden arrival had a major impact on household
economies as food reserves which were supposed to
last several months were used up in a few weeks. Fur-
thermore, the lack of humanitarian response in these
areas pushed certain people to go down into the plains
to set up “ghost” camps in order to obtain aid. The emer-
gency response during the initial months only reached
a very small section of the population of Petit-Goâve,
80% of whom live in rural and peri-urban areas. 

II-  A context with structural and economic
problems

2.1. Hillside peasant farming: a system in crisis

A wide variety of cash crops are grown on the hillsides
(beans, yams, plantain, peanuts, etc.) as are subsistance
crops (corn, sorgho, sweet potato, etc.). These are often
grown together on the same plot. The rearing of caprids,
pigs, cattle and horses also represents a major source
of income (around 30%). These are a form of living in-
vestment which help to deal with cash flow problems.
However, livestock farming is subject to major health
constraints, particularly for poultry and pigs, and is af-
fected by the reduction in pastureland, notably for cat-
tle. 

There are three main types of production system within
the project area: 

- Type 1: Farmers with insecure land tenure who
have to sell their labour regularly. These are gener-
ally young couples or single women who survive by
growing their own food via subsistence crops (mostly
maize and sweet potato) and very productive garden
plots. Their low income from rearing animals and sell-
ing fruit and beans means that they are at risk of sudden
and irreversible decapitalisation. Their objective is to
save enough via livestock farming to be able to buy
more land. However, illness and cash flow requirements
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force them to sell their animals prematurely, which is a
major constraint. Without non-agricultural jobs such as
small commercial activities, farm labouring and selling
charcoal, they would be below the survival threshold
and would be forced to migrate to urban areas. They
cultivate less than 0.5 Carreau1 and represent around
30% of the population of the hillsides. 

- Type 2: Smallholders who grow a variety of crops
and principally use family labour. These farmers
combine cash crops like beans, bananas and peanuts
with subsistence crops. Non-agricultural activities are
only a secondary means of income. When harvests are
good, the farmers can invest in livestock and store seeds
to sell them for a higher price the following season.
They are reasonably clear of the survival threshold but
are particularly sensitive to bad harvests due to the
risks which affect the cultivation of beans. Due to the
lack of credit at reasonable rates, the smallest of them
can fall into a cycle of decapitalisation quite easily, and
they sometimes have to sell their trees or mortgage
their plots. This category cultivates between 0.5 and 2
Carreaux and represents more than half of the popula-
tion of the hillsides. 

- Type 3: Big landowners who grow cash crops using
external labour. These farmers try to optimize labour
and therefore prefer to establish orchards which re-
quire less labour but provide a comfortable and regu-
lar income. They also set-aside land or rent land for
tenant farming. Livestock numbers range from 5 to 20
animals with a large number of cattle and horses. Farm-
ing income, rent from tenant farmers, profits from live-
stock farming and income from non-agricultural
activities allows them to buy more land and invest in
livestock or their children’s education. These farmers
are not in great danger of decapitalisation as they have
enough capital to deal with unexpected expenses. Nev-
ertheless, they can have cash flow problems to pay
those who work for them in the fields, which can lead to
them getting into debt. This category cultivates more
than 2 Carreaux and represents only 16 % of the popu-
lation of the hillsides.

Land tenure insecurity, over-exploitation of the earth
and deforestation

The land tenure insecurity of a large number of farm-
ers is the principal cause of the structural poverty which
affects them. From an agro-historical point of view, the
increase in population density on the hillsides has
brought a reduction in the area cultivated per family
and the intensification of cultivation systems. The lat-
ter has led to a reduction in agroforestry practices and
the regular setting-aside of land. In order to continue
farming areas large enough to provide for their needs,
the farmers have cleared wooded land. The abandon-
ment of coffee cultivation which followed the economic
liberalization of the 1990s, combined with the repeal-
ing of laws limiting the cutting of trees subsequently led

to massive deforestation. The over-exploitation of land
and deforestation contributed to a rapid and major loss
of soil fertility and a drastic drop in yields (and there-
fore income). There is also a difference in the way land
is managed depending on land ownership security.
Thus, there is a clear difference between land which is
owned by the farmer where they invest in the long term
(planting of trees) and land which is rented for tenant
farming or where the legal owner is not well defined.

The lean season and food

The staple foodstuff of rural households is rice which is
complemented with home-grown fruit (bananas, bread-
fruit, mangoes, and avocadoes), grain legumes (beans,
pigeon peas, etc.) and tubers (sweet potatoes and
yams). The farmers’ restricted storage capacity means
that the quantity and quality of meals depends on what
can be harvested at a given time, with a lean period be-
tween March and June (end of the dry season/beginning
of the rainy season). Food is available on markets all
year round, but accessibility is limited by the farmers’ fi-
nancial means. The poorest people, who depend most
on the food they grow themselves, are particularly vul-
nerable to the lean season. 

High exposure to natural disasters and epidemics

In the last 3 years, the structural problems of the area
have been made worse by a series of major disasters: 

-  In 2008, 3 major cyclones (Faye, Gustave and Hanna)
hit the island causing significant damage to crops and
killing many animals (goats, pigs and cattle).

-  In 2009, 3 tropical storms caused a great deal of dam-
age. The storm of 23 December 2009 destroyed the pi-
geon pea and sorghum harvests (the bean harvest had
already been particularly bad in July). It also killed ani-
mals and destroyed part of the seed stocks.  

-  Between 2009 and 2010, almost all the pigs in the area
were wiped out by an epidemic. Pigs are particularly
important for poor households because they require
very little labour and produce an easily available source
of food.   

2.2. The earthquake – yet another shock

Even though it is true that the humanitarian situation
on the hillsides was not comparable to the one in the
city (fewer houses destroyed or damaged, few deaths,
little impact on agricultural production…), the sudden
and massive arrival of displaced persons from Port-au-
Prince, Léogâne, Grand-Goâve and Petit-Goâve forced
families to decapitalise (selling of grain/seed and ani-
mals) more quickly and to consume all, or almost all, of
their grain stock including their seeds. According to es-
timations, as the population in the area increased by 30
to 50% during the first month after the earthquake,
families’ ability to look after the displaced persons was
completely overstretched. 
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Households were therefore obliged to adopt strategies
which threatened the sustainability of their livelihoods
(cutting trees and producing charcoal, selling animals).
Thus, household resilience strategies, which had al-
ready been seriously weakened in 2008 and 2009, suf-
fered significant further damage. 

Many households had to reduce their number of meals
per day from 3 to 2 (or even 1) and the number of days
per month without food rose from 2 to more than 7 or
8. The quantity of food rations also dropped signifi-
cantly (from 1/3 to 1/2). In addition, in parallel to the
drop in quantity, there was also a drop in quality due to
less diversity in food rations. For example, meat con-
sumption was 3 or 4 times less common than before the
earthquake.

III-  The response: an approach linking relief,
rehabilitation and development 

Based on the results of the initial assessment, SOLI-
DARITÉS INTERNATIONAL’s strategy in Petit-Goâves
was both to focus on the needs of people in rural areas
who had been overlooked by the emergency humani-
tarian response so that they were not tempted to move
into camps and also to address structural problems. 

SOLIDARITÉS INTERNATIONAL’s project (funded by
DG ECHO and Fondation Bel) aimed to respond to the
emergency needs of families (food, drink and shelter)
and to provide food security during the lean season
which ends in June with the first bean harvest. This con-
sisted of allowing families whose houses had been dam-
aged or destroyed to spend the cyclone season in a
waterproof shelter, stopping or slowing down the de-
capitalisation which threatened the sustainability of
agricultural economies and allowing farmers, and no-
tably the most vulnerable amongst them, to have a suc-
cessful agricultural season beginning in June/July. 

In addition, the project involved developing agricultural
recovery and livelihoods programmes in order to re-
duce vulnerability to food insecurity. As seen above, the
problems faced by the communities in this area are,
above all, structural: the small size of plots, the massive
erosion, the difficulty of transporting products to the
market in the plains, the weak storage capacity, the un-
suitable agricultural techniques and the weak process-
ing/promotion of agricultural products. Thus, over and
above the emergency relief response, the objective of
SOLIDARITÉS INTERNATIONAL’s project was to allow
communities to improve household production, rein-
force their resilience to different shocks and prevent
them from becoming dependent on humanitarian aid.  

IV-  The development of the project

4.1. The initial phases

The first activity was to provide families whose houses
had been destroyed or damaged with basic necessities.
3840 families were given goods like tarpaulins, soap,
jerrycans, buckets, blankets and kitchen kits. 

Labour-intensive Public Works were then carried out
which allowed 8.5 km of an access lane to the 8th com-
munal section to be rehabilitated. The last activity of the
emergency phase was the distribution of bean seeds for
the June/July planting season. 

The second phase of the agricultural recovery project
began in July 2010. It is due to last almost a year and
covers a number of different areas:

- Improving seed drying and storage techniques and ca-
pacity;

- Improving market garden production techniques
through the creation of 9 demonstration gardens  where
training can take place; 

- Distributing 720 caprids to farmer groups and setting
up a veterinary service and a veterinary product su
ply service;

- Setting up forest and fruit tree nurseries. 

4.2. The conditions for a successful project 

Good understanding of the operational zone

Time was taken during this project to carry out a proper
assessment and further studies which made it possible
to understand the operational area and environment. 

These were: 

-  A 4-month agrarian assessment to further develop the
understanding  of  the zone  which  had  been  acquired
during the initial assessment and thus re-orientate the
project and prepare the second phase.

-  Monitoring of peasant farmers’ economic situation,
which has been in place since November. Using key i
dicators (which came out of the agrarian assessment),
this has made it possible to identify any deterioration
in the peasants’ situation and re-adapt the response.

-  Occasional   studies   to   evaluate  the impact   of   the 
project activities.

Sowing beans© SOLIDARITÉS INTERNATIONAL
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An associative and community-based response

In order to make the activities in the Economic and So-
cial Recovery project sustainable, communities partici-
pate in them via farmers’ associations. The
implementation of all the activities is done in direct col-
laboration with local associations who are responsible
for ensuring that the activities go smoothly with the
support of the SOLIDARITÉS INTERNATIONAL team. 9
associations in total were selected via a call for propos-
als and Memoranda of Understanding were signed with
them in order to fix the rules of the collaboration and
the rights and responsibilities of each party. The project
also includes a significant training and capacity build-
ing component for these associations in a variety of
fields such as governance, financial management and
managing the goods supplied by the project.   

Community participation (which is not reimbursed) is
also integrated into each activity to establish a “quid pro
quo” system and avoid hand outs and aid dependence
and maintain a sense of responsibility within commu-
nities. For example, for the construction of storage silos,
SOLIDARITÉS INTERNATIONAL supplied all the mate-
rials which are not available in the project area (im-
ported wood, corrugated iron, cement, etc.) and paid the
builders but, in exchange, asked associations to pay, for
example, a part of the transportation costs or to supply
the sand needed for concrete. 

Transparency in the selection of beneficiaries and tak-
ing vulnerable people into account

Before implementing each activity, beneficiaries are se-
lected using clearly defined vulnerability criteria. The
selection initially involves the drawing up of lists by
local committees (for the distribution of basic necessi-
ties) or partner associations (for the 2nd phase activi-
ties). The project team then carefully checks that the
people on the lists do meet the vulnerability criteria.
The lists are then either accepted or refused and read-
justed.

As 2010 is an electoral year, particular care was taken
in the selection of beneficiaries to avoid any political
manipulation of activities and local political represen-
tatives were not involved in the selection process. How-
ever, they were regularly informed about how the
project was progressing and were involved in key
events, such as distributions, during which they were
responsible for security. 

V- Different approaches to the post-earth-
quake response

The earthquake of 12 January led to the presence of a
large number of humanitarian actors in Haiti. Unfortu-
nately, their actions did not always correspond to the
real needs of the population. In fact, the strategies of
certain organizations could have negative conse-

quences. Almost a year after the earthquake, certain ac-
tors are still distributing food without targeting house-
holds where there is malnutrition or are implementing
“Food for Work” projects even though what exists is not
a problem of availability of food but essentially of ac-
cess to it. This type of programme can be in direct com-
petition with local markets which have a good supply
of varied produce. Fortunately, many actors have made
the strategic choice of becoming more involved in pro-
grammes which target the transfer of financial re-
sources (Cash for Work, for example) rather than the
distribution of food.  

Furthermore, certain Labour-intensive Public Works
projects, whether Food for Work or Cash for Work, are
implemented during peaks in agricultural work thus
running the risk of diverting part of the population from
work in the fields. This type of project can also have a
negative impact on the availability of agricultural work-
ers as farmers are more attracted by the often higher
salaries paid by NGOs than those paid by landowners
or land managers. 

VI-  The future of agricultural recovery projects
while the emergency relief phase continues

Haiti is currently still in the middle of an emergency re-
lief phase due to the slow pace of reconstruction and
the cholera epidemic which has been raging since Oc-
tober 2010. There is therefore some doubt about
whether donors will continue to finance this kind of
project which confronts fundamental problems within
Haitian farming systems but which needs to be sus-
tained over the mid and even long term. This appears
crucial, given the potential of Haitian agriculture, which
has the capacity to produce food for a large part of the
population. Haiti remains too dependent on foreign aid
and can only benefit from this kind of project.

Erwin SCHMITT, Programme Manager, 
Fabien THOMAS, Field Director 

Peggy PASCAL, Food Security and Livelihoods Focal Point

1 1 Carreau: unit of measurement used in Haiti equal to 1.29 ha
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Haiti’s future will be decided by its creative children

What have the children of Haiti seen of the
disasters which have devastated their country?
What do professionals understand of their
methods of expressing what they have
experienced. Child victims are not always where
we see them to be. There is a gap between what
is seen and what is shown. It is in this gap that
creation, the field of new possibilities, takes
place. Haiti’s future will be decided by its
creative children. 

Daniel DERIVOIS

I then asked myself the same question - “what did I
see?” What I saw – and more specifically what I felt –
was a gap. Between what was shown and what was hid-
den. Between the present and the actualised. Between
the close up and the subtle details. Between what was
said and what was half said. Children are not always
where we see them. The space and time of their experi-
ences do not necessarily correspond to the time and
place where we meet them. The clinician tries to adopt
a perspective which is both in the present, but also with-
drawn, deep, cross-historical, cross-geographical and
cross-generational. He or she focuses on the “transi-
tional space” or the “intermediary area of experience”
(Winnicott, 1975), where cultural experience, creation
and creativity in general takes place. This is a place
which escapes the naked eye of emergency relief and
international aid. It is a “potential space” which requires
a certain level of mental and emotional availability and
the adoption of an off-centre position to assess the
transformation of experience and the emergence of pos-
sibilities. 

A day of activities with children in Gonaïves 

Last July, I led a training course on providing care to vic-
tims in Port-au-Prince for young professionals and Psy-
chology and Social Work students1. Alongside this
event, I went to Gonaïves, a town situated 150 km from
Port-au-Prince, to run a day of creative activities and
games for under-privileged children. Four of us (a psy-
chologist, a doctor, a specialist educator and a monitor-
educator) worked with the children and some local
professionals in a little school in the town. 

Families gathered around the school, accompanying
their children who waited calmly, their faces sometimes
sad and tired and sometimes smiling and inquisitive.
The singing, games and free expression drawing as well
as a convivial meal allowed everyone to relax in an at-
mosphere of excitement and expectation. The children
“freely” drew fish, boats, houses and hearts, etc. They
expressed, in their way, what was immediately waiting
to be represented in their psyche, in the here and now.
At the end, we asked them to tell a story about/from
their drawings. Certain stories corresponded to the
drawings while others had no clear connection with the
coloured lines, which rather helped the children to open
up their imagination and tell dreamed-up stories. 

The children showed how the support provided by the
group allowed them to improvise, reinvent reality and
re-actualise marks – often consciously. Intimate, private
scenes were projected in the two groups that we
formed. Psychological scenes were hidden in the blink
of an eye, in a sigh, a smile, a burst of laughter or in the
seeking out of physical contact.  

“I am of those who do not deem it necessary to tell a se-
cret in public to feel better”.

B. Cyrulnik, 1993.

A clinician’s perspective

What did they see? This is the question I asked myself
when, in July and October 2010, I saw vulnerable chil-
dren crying, fussing, playing, laughing and running in
their everyday post-earthquake lives in the streets and
camps of Port-au-Prince, Jacmel, Léogâne, Petit-Goâve
and Gonaïves. Such a question is not, as a rule, of great
interest to a clinician who focuses on what has been “ex-
perienced” rather than what has been “seen”. When a
clinician works on what has been “seen”, it is in the way
it has been transformed and taken in by the “patient”
rather than what was originally “seen” in its raw, initial
form which is lost forever and no longer accessible. 

But the earthquake of 12 January 2010 was such a pow-
erful event that I came back to the question several
times. What did they see in those collapsed, shattered
buildings? Bodies broken by the reinforced concrete?
What did they see on television ? What did they see of
the emergency relief operations or the international aid
operations? As I gradually realised that the answer was
impossible to answer, it transformed in my head. It no
longer concerned only the children, but extended to all
those around them: the humanitarians, the journalists,
the researchers, the politicians, etc. whether locals or
foreigners. What did they see? Preoccupied by their
mission, their objective, their subject or their field of ac-
tion, they work with the children, carrying television
cameras, cameras, note pads, food or health supplies,
etc. Most of them work in emergency mode, taking
snapshots of particular moments, supporting and ac-
companying everyday events. Others step a little fur-
ther back. They take into consideration the lengthy
processes involved in treating such events. The children
are shown on screens, in meetings, in the pages of news-
papers or in books which try to make what the children
and professionals saw and went through understand-
able.
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Amongst the children who took part in the event was a
boy with tired eyes of around 7 years old who drew the
attention of our little team. He looked at us with great
intensity. He had lost his parents in the earthquake in
Port-au-Prince. He had been taken in by his aunt in the
town of Gonaïves, from where victims of the floods of
2004 and 2008 (his parents?) had left for the capital,
Port-au-Prince. He would have been a little baby or 5
years old when these disasters had taken place in the
town. What memories did he have of these? What did
he see with his young eyes? What did he see of Nature’s
anger? What did he see of the disaster town, which, de-
spite itself, had become a town of refuge? What did he
understand about the expressions on people’s faces in
his immediate surroundings? About having been up-
rooted twice? About his external and internal migra-
tions? Will he express these things one day? When?
How? Will we, the adults, the professionals from the so-
cial, humanitarian, research, political, etc. sectors be
able to recognize the signs of his emotional heritage ten,
twenty, thirty years afterwards? Do we have the right
training to assess the way these children give meaning
to this heritage? Are we able and available to cater for
the long-term marks? Will we know how to include
these in the way we design our care, education and de-
velopment programmes in general?   

Research into resilience and the creative
process

These questions are central to the research we are car-
rying out into resilience and the creative process
amongst Haitian children and adolescents who are vic-
tims of natural disasters. The project is ambitious in
that it aims to go beyond natural disasters in themselves
to find out what is subjectively experienced, the forms
of expression that this is given and how sense is made
of it. As potentially traumatizing major events, natural
disasters cause cracks in collective and individual psy-
ches which make other events which lack signs come
back to the surface.  

By reactivating other disasters (political, health, hu-
manitarian, etc.) in individual and group psyches, natu-
ral disasters destabilise the children, families,
institutions and the State of Haiti. One of the objectives
of our research is to analyse what makes children hold
on despite the inability of authorities to play their pro-
tective function. It will also look at how they process
and symbolise their current traumatic heritage and that
of previous generations and will establish an inventory
of the resources available for the future.  

This is why we speak of resilience, a catch-all notion
which undoubtedly has ideological overtones, but
which we will try to use by studying children’s percep-
tion of different strata of their environment, ranging
from the family to the international community and tak-
ing in association networks, healthcare institutions,
school, places of worship, NGOs and the State. These

strata are considered to be potential tutors in relation to
resilience, that is to say, human institutions which can
help to elaborate difficult experiences and re-establish
support.  

As a form of internal re-organisation resulting from the
replacement of one form of support with another
(Anzieu 1979), the creative process occupies a central
place in establishing a model to identify the conditions
necessary for recovery in the long term and to shed light
on the path which leads to resilience. How can we gain
access to experiences which transcend generations?
How can we analyse what is lost through what is
shown? How can we understand what is seen and felt
through what is expressed? 

As the Haitian singer Belo writes in his song, Ti Moun
Yo (the children), Si’w te ka pale ak dlo ki nan je’m/Li ta
di’w kisa’m genyen le’m ap kriye san rete/Si’w te ka pale
ak batman ki nan kè’m/ Li ta di’w kisa’m pè, kè’m palpite
tout tan2. The challenge is enormous. Methodologies are
needed which can decode the message of tears and the
music of heartbeats. By acting as a spokesman for chil-
dren, Belo gives expression to what is “infantile”, what
is left behind in the unconscious and which infiltrates
linguistic, voiced, corporal, etc. signifiers and which is
used in the creative process. The artist tells the world
what the children feel privately and actualises trau-
matic stories on the social stage of sense and symboli-
sation. 

Creation leads to the condensation and sublimation of
what has been seen, heard, experienced… and felt in
general. Our clinical approach will focus on this com-
plex whole, with its dose of the unexpected and the un-
foreseen, ready to record the merest creative
expression by the children as they happen. 

Possibilities

Obviously, the clinician’s view should be supportive in
the here and now of the relationship. But this support
cannot last in the long term if their view does not have
the same depth as that of the children in relation to pro-
fessionals, institutions, society, the State and the inter-
national community. It is essential that the view goes
beyond the here and now of the relationship of aid, in-
formation, training and research: it is important that it
analyses the journey of how the events were experi-
enced, felt, seen, etc. It has to look beyond the 12th of Jan-
uary 2010 to propose post-disaster support for what I
call the earthquakes of the inner world (Derivois, sub-
mitted), the earthquakes which take place in the inner
world. These earthquakes are the result of entangled
events in the distant past which are therefore without
age. They are subtle, discreet and secret. They are often
the source of the psychic raw material (Freud, 1900) of
creation, and are capable of transforming the person’s
relationship with the world.  
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As underlined by Cyrulnick (1993), resilient children
“become decision-makers because they have not de-
cided anything throughout their childhood”. For the
children of Haiti, I would add that they have not decided
anything about their country’s childhood and what has
left it in the state it is in. They have not decided anything
about the disasters which have taken place nor about
the absence or failure of infrastructure which is sup-
posed to deal with these. They have not decided any-
thing about the traumatic heritage of the State, families
and institutions. However, through their creative po-
tential, they are capable, at their level, of transforming
the past and how it is viewed. This traumatic past has
never really gone away, but with time – I hope – it will
begin to fade through the drawings, improvised songs,
made up stories and spontaneous laughter that they will
produce. That is another side of the genius of creation:
it allows the stories of the past to be deconstructed to
make room for new possibilities. Haiti’s future will be
decided by its creative children. 

Daniel DERIVOIS, Clinical Psychologist, and Lecturer in Cross-
cultural Psychology, Centre de Recherche en Psychologie et

psychopathologie Clinique (CRPPC-EA 653), Université de
Lyon – Lumière Lyon 2, Coordinator and scientific director of
the ANR RECREAHVI project (Resilience and the creative process amongst

Haitian children and adolescents who have been victims of natural disasters. Research

funded by the French National Research Agency: ANR-10-HAIT-002)

1 This training course was organised by the association, IMPACT (Initiative

Méridionale de Planification d’Action et de Coopération Technique), France,

in partnership with Fondation  DERIVOIS and the CIFAS (Centre d’Informa-

tion et de Formation en Administration de la Santé -  Ministère haïtien de la

Santé et de la Population),
2 “If you could talk to the tears which flow from my eyes/ they would tell you

what I feel when I endlessly cry/ If you could talk to the beats of my heart/

they would tell you what I am afraid of, my heart throbs all the time” (literal

translation by the author) .
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Haiti: psychosocial activities in a crisis context

The terrible earthquake in Haiti took place in a
country already riddled with problems and
complexity. As happened following the tsunami
of 2006 in South-East Asia, this disaster
generated massive international aid, including
psychosocial activities. Even though certain
psychosocial actors were present before the
earthquake, the question remains about the
pertinence of this external aid with regard to
such a private issue as psychology and such a
cultural issue as behaviour in the public and
social spheres.

Marion CHERBLANC

their previous lives, they often suffer from feelings of
abandonment, uselessness and shame.
The massive destruction of buildings, with houses com-
pletely destroyed or too dangerous to live in, has led to
a large number of homeless people (as many as a mil-
lion). Initially, people went into the street to be safe
from collapsing buildings. Then spontaneous camps
were set up in unoccupied spaces, particularly in Port-
au-Prince. For these people, one of the advantages of
such camps is that it allows them to stay in the neigh-
bourhoods where they are used to living and where
their loved ones are. However, life in the camps has
many unsettling factors such as insecurity, lack of pri-
vacy and promiscuity. 

The earthquake itself was a veritable psychological
shock: living through an earthquake is a particularly
harrowing experience. Each person reacts and
metabolises this in a different way. However, shock and
fear are often caused by the exceptional experience of
the ground moving. “Concrete phobia”, the fear that
people who have lived through an earthquake have of
going back into buildings, the fear of aftershocks or an-
other earthquake and of being trapped under the rubble
is also very present in Haiti.

Scientific understanding of earthquakes can help to ex-
plain what has happened, but in such a context, where
belief in the supernatural is very common, some believe
that an earthquake can be “caused on demand” or “as a
punishment”. As a result, people fall prey to their inse-
curities and are willing to listen to any reassuring ex-
planations they can find. Children and adults need
explanations for what has happened and what is going
to happen in order to re-establish some bearings within
the chaos left by the earthquake.  
In Haiti, from the first moments after the earthquake
after the initial shock, the need to rescue victims and
the establishment of survival mechanisms allowed peo-
ple to cope and remain active in order to regain control
of their lives. 

The exacerbation of previously existing problems

As time has passed, actors in Haiti have noticed that the
earthquake as a shock is no longer the actual reason for
requests for psychosocial support. The earthquake has
cruelly revealed numerous, recurring problems which
existed before it took place. 

Psychosocial activities took place in Haiti before the
earthquake. Haitian and foreign associations (NGOs and
international organisations) were already present and
carried out psychosocial activities on the basis of peo-
ple’s needs and to deal with the effects of the cyclones
in 2008. The programmes implemented were mostly

Current psychosocial problems

The shock of the earthquake 

The earthquake of 12 January 2010 was a major event.
It is often referred to as “the event” by people in Haiti1

in order to avoid saying the word “earthquake”. Its di-
rectly observable consequences are damaged buildings
such as houses, hospitals and schools, the injured and
the dead, the displaced, the “camps”, etc. 

This type of disaster has a major impact on human be-
ings2. Survivors are left in a state of confusion and de-
spair.  This is due, first of all, to the loss of bearings: not
having somewhere to sleep, to work or to go to school.
People no longer have any routine and they proceed in
an internal state of emergency focused on getting what
they need to survive. The normal functioning of society
or community is also disturbed. Disasters accentuate
the fragility of health and emergency response systems,
highlighting their shortcomings at a time when they are
needed the most. 

The earthquake caused many deaths, injuries and led to
the displacement of many people. Mourning is an inter-
nal and social state and mourning needs to take place
to allow those who are still alive to accept the deaths
which have taken place and carry out funerals in accor-
dance with tradition. Not all loved ones were found by
their families after the earthquake. Some of the dead
were never removed from the rubble while others were
buried in mass graves. It is difficult for families not to
know where their loved ones are, whether they are
dead or still alive, and not to be able to carry out funeral
rites. Religion, and particularly Christianity and Voodoo,
is deeply ingrained in Haitian culture. Whatever the re-
ligion involved, not carrying out funeral rites is very
painful for those who are still alive. 
Those who have been injured may remain handicapped.
After having received medical care, they then have to
accept their new condition and learn to live with a dif-
ferent body. They also sometimes become dependent
on family members, for example. Unable to return to
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development orientated. The principle themes of these
pre-earthquake programmes were violence and vul-
nerable people. These principally involved women (e.g.
single women, heads of households, young mothers and
victims of domestic or sexual violence), children (e.g.
living on the street, heads of households and abandoned
children) and victims of violence (e.g. women, children
and men affected by marital, household, street and gang
violence). 

The earthquake made a large part of the already vul-
nerable population even more fragile. Coping strategies
were often adopted by people to get what they and their
loved ones needed from day to day. Women and chil-
dren thus found themselves increasingly subject to at-
tacks and violence. 

There is chronic violence in Haiti. This can be explained
by its history which has been marked by slavery, the
war for independence and dictatorships, but there is
also a pronounced social hierarchy in Haiti which re-
sembles a caste system and which is based on factors
such as education, wealth, culture, language and skin
colour. These factors, added to the difficult living con-
ditions of 80% of the population (who live with less
than 2 US$ per day) create a society where each person
needs to fight for their place.

The position of women is particularly difficult. Tradi-
tionally, they play an important role within families
(children’s education, family relations, etc.) and the
household (budget, upkeep, etc.), but they are currently
often alone, with children to look after, with little edu-
cation, low income which comes either from their fam-
ilies, from odd jobs (selling, agriculture) or sometimes
from prostitution, little awareness of their rights and a
very submissive attitude to men.  

The situation after the earthquake exacerbated this vi-
olence: the waiting, the unemployment, the aid which
took so long to arrive, the survival conditions which
dragged on, the favourable conditions for the informal
economy and trafficking, the gangs, the promiscuity,
hunger, hygiene, life in the camps, the elections, the
anger and the discontent in reaction to the “imported”
cholera epidemic... all this has increased the tension be-
tween people. There has also been a certain rise in na-
tionalistic and religious fundamentalist attitudes.

Current psychosocial practice

For affected people 

Before the earthquake, associations had implemented
comprehensive programmes which included psychoso-
cial approaches or activities such as support for victims
of violence, the protection of children, the reinforce-
ment of psychology services in hospitals, etc. 
After the earthquake, actors adapted to the new emer-
gency situation while maintaining the previous activi-
ties. 

Listening, speaking and individual support sessions
have been created to give people the possibility to ex-
press themselves about what they went through and
how they feel as witnesses or victims of the earthquake.
It is important to recognize how powerful this event has
been and the difficulties that people are confronted
with. The majority of individual psychological support
which is provided takes the form of short psychother-
apy programmes using cognitive behaviour theory
which aims to allow the person to go back to their “nor-
mal” lives by reducing negative reactions and emotions
as much as possible.   

Safe, collective areas have been created where people
can socialise (particularly in camps, where people do
not know each other), exchange, share feelings and es-
tablish links with each other. Methods are used to help
people express themselves such as games for children
or discussion groups for adults. There are activities
which allow people to think about something other than
the earthquake and their difficult living conditions and
which are an opportunity to talk and discuss with each
other. It is important to re-establish a routine: it makes
it possible to envisage the future with a recognisable
pattern and therefore reduces anxiety. The atmosphere
is calm, people speak to each other calmly, children are
able to concentrate and there are people present at all
times to look after them, teach them and organise fun
and educational activities (songs, manual activities, ac-

The activities of Médecins du Monde (MDM)

MDM already ran psychosocial activities before the
earthquake as part of Support and Care programmes
for victims of violence. MDM trains actors who work
with the victims of violence, in hospitals and police sta-
tions, and sets up mobile clinics. It is necessary to go to-
wards the victims of violence as they usually don’t know
about their rights, don’t have any money to get treat-
ment, are ashamed of what has happened and are
afraid of people who represent the law. MDM provides
medical and psychological care to these victims of vio-
lence, most of whom are women, in order to combat
this double punishment.
After the earthquake, more people needed both med-
ical and psychological care. MDM therefore trained the
staff in its 9 clinics in the use of a psychosocial ap-
proach, that is, a particular approach to aid relations,
taking each person into consideration, speaking calmly,
ensuring confidentiality, following up each person in-
dividually… 8 sites have been set up in the neighbour-
hoods of Port-au-Prince, each of which has a clinic to
provide people with care and a Tikay (educational play
workshop) which provides activities for children under
the supervision of specialized staff, linked to the clinic’s
psychology unit. The latter provides the possibility of
individual sessions with a specialist and theme-based
speaking groups. It also runs awareness-raising ses-
sions about health and psychology.
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ademic basics). Parents are proud that their children go
to the centres and talk about their activities. These com-
munity centres, which are supervised by trained staff
(social workers, educators and psychologists), are also
places where problems can be identified particularly for
children who are sick, isolated or lost so that they can be
referred to the appropriate people.  
An effort has been made to make psychology more ac-
cessible to non-specialists. This consists of informing
people about psychology and its fields of application
and explaining “normal” reactions to extraordinary
events.
As a consequence of the earthquake and the psychoso-
cial programmes subsequently implemented for free by
NGOs, psychosocial care has become accessible to all. 

For humanitarian staff 

Professional humanitarians are also human beings.
Those who were present in Haiti during and/or after
the earthquake were also provided with psychosocial
support. Experiencing the earthquake, working in the
crisis situation, without adequate rest and in difficult
living conditions was very hard for humanitarian staff,
and working in close proximity to the affected people
created extra stress. They were therefore also given ac-
cess to psychological treatment and support. They did
not always have a mandate to work under pressure in
emergency situations but showed that they were capa-
ble of adapting their work practices to the emergency
situation. They also received specific training in areas
such as adopting a psychosocial approach and dealing
with victims of violence.   

Lessons to be retained and questions to be
raised

The earthquake in Haiti has created a major crisis situ-
ation in a country which was already particularly frag-
ile and vulnerable. Lessons need to be retained and
questions need to be raised in order to understand and
deal more effectively with future crises. One lesson is to
adapt psychosocial programmes to the new situation
without stopping the activities already underway. It is
very important to take old problems into account be-
cause they make it possible to understand the environ-
ment and adjust new activities. Crises accentuate
previous problems; therefore we must not focus only
on the “disruptive” factor.   

The second lesson is to consider psychosocial action as
being a cross-cutting approach, both in terms of the
fields it involves and working methods. Though it may
seem obvious that we should consider each person as a
thinking human being who is part of social environ-
ments, it is not always what happens in crisis situations
when saving lives is the most urgent priority. However
it is important to make each person pro active and not
to see them as a victim so that they can take control of
their lives and their psychosocial stability. 

The final lesson is based on the need to make the most
of local resources, by reinforcing national staff rather
than taking their place, because the local people speak
the languages, understand the culture and the links be-
tween different categories of persons. Psychosocial ac-
tivities link the private and the public; they require
detailed understanding of a context and an environ-
ment as well as competence in using psychosocial meth-
ods and tools. 

There are many unanswered questions about psy-
chosocial activities in Haiti, about the number of people
who might need treatment, about actors, beneficiaries,
their impact in the short term and the long term, etc.
Following the earthquake and the roll-out of the Cluster
Approach, psychosocial action was treated as a cross-
cutting subject and a Mental Health and PsychoSocial
Support working group made it possible to gain an
overview of activities and to list, classify and make them
more widely known.  Evaluations need to be carried out
and studies conducted to understand better and pro-
mote what these activities achieve for individuals in the
short term and society in the long term. 

Marion Cherblanc 
Groupe URD Researcher in Psychosocial Action

PhD student in Cross-Cultural Psychology at Lyon 2 University 

1 People met in Haiti, Groupe URD mission, September 2010.
2 Hellen Mwangouya, Rendre moins vulnérable en faisant preuve d’huma-

nité, Face à la crise n°3, IFRC, 2010.

The problem of figures 

Psychosocial activities are not easily quantifiable. The
Mental Health and Psychosocial support working
group established by the Clusters, has established a list
of around 100 associations which carry out psychoso-
cial activities. 
The most difficult point is to estimate how many people
need treatment and the kind of treatment they need,
(psychiatric, psychopathological, psychological, psy-
chosocial, etc.).
Organisations can provide figures about staff numbers
or the number of individual consultations, but it is dif-
ficult to say how many children have benefited from
psychosocial activities, how many have come to the
tents to sing, play or do lessons. The problem is the
same for adult discussion groups and awareness-rais-
ing sessions about psychology. How many people have
spoken, listened to discussions, participated in debates?
These are also psychosocial activities because they
allow women and men in distress to re-appropriate
“normal life”, through listening, dialogue, communica-
tion and the establishment of social ties.
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Aid and Quality
Supporting the public provision of potable water in a crisis context: GRET’s 
operations in Haiti following the earthquake of 12 January 2010

GRET is a development NGO which has been
providing support to public authorities and
community organisations for more than 15 years
to establish the provision of potable water in the
poorest neighbourhoods of Port-au-Prince.
Following the earthquake of 12 January 2010, it
found itself in an emergency context which
completely disrupted its activities and modified
the environment in which it was working. 
How did a development NGO present for so many
years in Port-au-Prince position itself in relation
to this extreme emergency context? What
relations did it have with other actors both in
terms of complementarity and competitivity and
what added value did it bring? What operational
principles did it adopt in a context where it was
difficult to carry out long-term development
activities?

Emilie BARRAU, Jean-Philippe FONTENELLE  

Introduction

GRET had been present in Haiti for more than 15 years,
providing support to the public authorities to establish
a public water service in the poorest neighbourhoods
of Port-au-Prince, when the earthquake of 12 January
2010 took place. It found itself in an emergency situa-
tion which completely disrupted its activities and forced
it to revise its positioning. 

GRET accompanies long term development and sup-
ports the evolution of public policy in numerous coun-
tries. It is therefore not its usual activity to take direct
action in emergency contexts brought about by natural
disasters on this scale1. However, having been a long-
term partner of public sector organizations working in
the potable water sector in Haiti and of communities in
disadvantaged neighbourhoods, for whom it has
worked to improve access to water and collective or-
ganization, GRET immediately took action to provide
local actors with support.

How did GRET, as a development NGO which has been
present for many years in Port-au-Prince, position itself
in this emergency context, between local institutions
and social actors, international emergency relief NGOs
and donors?  What relations did it have with other ac-
tors both in terms of complementarity and competitiv-
ity and what added value did it bring? What operational
principles did it adopt in a context where the focus was
a rapid response to a tragic situation in which it was dif-

ficult to build institutional mechanisms and long-term
development action.

15 years of operations supporting public and
community actors in the water sector in Port-
au-Prince

15 years working in the potable water sector in Port-
au-Prince

Since 1994, GRET has worked in around fifty poor
neighbourhoods of Port-au-Prince, in partnership with
the CAMEP (Centrale autonome métropolitaine d’eau
potable, a public sector supplier of potable water), the
Haitian public authorities (DINEPA – National Direc-
torate for Water Supply and Sanitation) and the popu-
lation of these neighbourhoods.

GRET provided the CAMEP with support in designing
and setting up a potable water distribution system of
standpipes, where water is paid for at an affordable and
regulated price. These standpipes are managed by
neighbourhood committees, Komito Dlos, which are
elected by the population and which play an important
role in the relationship between the inhabitants and the
public authorities. The committees sign a contract with
the CAMEP which delegates responsibility for manag-
ing the service and formalizes the client-supplier rela-
tionship: the committees buy the water from the
CAMEP at a bulk tariff and resell it to their neighbour-
hood’s standpipe at what is known as a “social” price es-
tablished with the CAMEP. The profits from the sale of
water are used by the committees to pay for the service
they provide to the inhabitants and to finance collective
infrastructure in the neighbourhoods (roads, public
spaces, community services, etc.) 2.

After having been tested by GRET and the CAMEP in
several neighbourhoods in 1995, this method gradually
spread. By the end of 2009, half of the capital’s neigh-
bourhoods were equipped with standpipes supplying
approximately a million people and managed by over
fifty neighbourhood committees. 

A close working relationship with local actors in the
potable water sector

In addition to the long-term partnership that GRET has
had with the public institutions in charge of the potable
water sector (CAMEP and DINEPA), GRET continually
tries to establish relations with local bodies and repre-
sentatives of local institutions at all levels. It has, for ex-
ample, established strong links with the Komite Dlos
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who represent the inhabitants of poor neighbourhoods.
Before the earthquake it was involved in capacity build-
ing activities with these committees and provided sup-
port in organizing them into collective organizations
with the aim of strengthening and balancing the rela-
tions between the population and the public authorities.   

GRET’s activities in relation to potable water in a frag-
ile State like Haiti have two main objectives: one is to
strengthen public bodies and increase the legitimacy of
the State and the other is to integrate informal neigh-
bourhoods into the formal city via the development of
quality public services and the organization of their in-
habitants around these shared facilities. 

GRET has been present in Haiti for more than 15 years
and its operations are run by a team of principally Hait-
ian, professional and committed managers. This local,
long term presence has allowed GRET to acquire very
good knowledge of the context and to build relations of
trust with the neighbourhood populations and with
water sector institutions. 

The earthquake and GRET’s reaction to the
emergency context

Rapid coordination of emergency aid in the potable
water sector

Following the earthquake of 12 January 2010, coordi-
nation of emergency aid in the potable water sector was
organised rapidly. The day after the earthquake, the
DINEPA organised the distribution of free water using
trucks and rubber reservoirs (known as “bladders”)
which were gradually set up by NGOs near camps, and
less often in neighbourhoods. The WASH cluster was
also set up very rapidly. Of the different priority needs
(food, water, shelter), it was probably water that was
covered the best. “The distribution of water via tankers
began very quickly on 13 January as the city’s main
pumping/treatment station had not been affected by
the earthquake”3. 

The DINEPA played an important role in organising
things rapidly: “Despite being a relatively new institu-
tion, the role of the Direction Nationale de l’eau
potable (DINEPA) was crucial in making these opera-
tions successful. The Director of the DINEPA took over
coordination and had excellent connections with pri-
vate distributors. From the beginning of operations,
the DINEPA also ran Cluster meetings and provided
humanitarian actors with technical advice”4.

From May 2010, the DINEPA, whose very small team
was unable to cope with the number of NGOs involved
in the distribution of potable water, delegated respon-
sibility for coordinating the supply of water to the “blad-
der” reservoirs which had been set up by NGOs to ACF
(Action Against Hunger). 

GRET’s reaction and adaptation to the emergency
context

In the emergency context, GRET tried to help emer-
gency aid get to the shanty towns and informal neigh-
bourhoods without carrying out emergency relief
operations itself as this is not its area of work. GRET’s
added value was initially its excellent knowledge of the
disadvantaged neighbourhoods of Port-au-Prince, its
close contact with the social organizations in these
neighbourhoods and the relationship of trust it had with
public institutions. 

GRET tried to position itself as the interface between
the neighbourhoods, the emergency relief NGOs and the
public authorities. The day after the earthquake, the
team was able to contact the vast majority of Komite Dlo
representatives by telephone and establish an initial,
rapid assessment of the damage, neighbourhood by
neighbourhood. This initiative was repeated and ex-
tended for the DINEPA via the production of two situa-
tion assessments of informal neighbourhoods (state of
buildings, accessibility, access to water, available re-
source people, etc.) 5 which were made available to
NGOs, international organisations and sector-based au-
thorities involved in the provision of water and other
services in these neighbourhoods with the aim of ori-
entating activities on the basis of priorities. These as-
sessments were also sent by email and put on line on
GRET’s website for all those who, in France or abroad,
were following how the situation was developing. This
capacity to rapidly collect and share information and
communicate with the population in informal neigh-
bourhoods via the committees was one of the reasons
why the DINEPA asked the international actors supply-
ing aid to contact GRET to identify priority needs in dif-
ferent neighbourhoods and direct their actions
accordingly. During this first phase, the role of the GRET
team principally consisted of mobilising the neighbour-
hood Komite Dlos to act as intermediaries for the hu-
manitarian actors in charge of distributing water by
truck. A coordination unit for representatives of the
eight “blocks” covering all the disadvantaged neigh-
bourhoods equipped by the CAMEP was set up to avoid
gaps and overlaps in a chaotic situation marked by
many actors’ lack of knowledge of the context and by
communication and circulation problems (blocked
roads and telephone networks partially destroyed).

Baillergeau water station which was
rebuilt in September 2010

© J.Tipret



19
Humanitarian Aid on the move
Newsletter n°7

After the extreme emergency phase, GRET concentrated
on providing support to re-establish the water service
in neighbourhoods through the rehabilitation of the
standpipes which had previously been in place6. This re-
habilitation was conducted in close connection with the
neighbourhood Komite Dlos and the public services with
GRET acting under a delegation contract drawn up with
the CAMEP and under the supervision of the DINEPA.

The limits of coordination and contradictory opera-
tions

Despite notable efforts on the part of the DINEPA to co-
ordinate operations, the arrival of a massive number of
NGOs working, amongst other things, on access to
water, one of the priority sectors in an emergency con-
text, quickly caused coordination problems which were
made worse by the State’s lack of human resources. Cer-
tain emergency NGOs without any knowledge of the
context did not take into account the local actors in-
volved in the sector “before the crisis” (public and com-
munity bodies) or the technical facilities which existed
already. 

Many NGOs very quickly created water management
committees (to manage the water from the bladder
reservoirs) out of nothing despite the fact that a large
number of water management committees already ex-
isted. Their equipment had been destroyed, but they
had the necessary management and quality control
skills and they had legitimacy vis-a-vis the neighbour-
hood communities, the CAMEP and the DINEPA. These
initiatives led to the breaking up of numerous commit-
tees with members abandoning their responsibilities to
take up more lucrative opportunities. New committees
were created in almost every neighbourhood7 after the
disaster. For the most part these were “camp”, “aid” or
“relief” committees which were created without any so-
cial grounding with a view to obtaining aid. Many of
these committees were therefore seen as opportunistic
and lacking in credibility by the population8. Relatively
frequently, members of the Komite Dlos, acting individ-
ually, chose to join these new committees, so that they
could obtain emergency aid more easily, rather than
taking action in the name of the organisations which ex-
isted previously. Due to the massive influx of interna-
tional organisations, the weak local leadership and the
reticence of certain organizations with regard to all
forms of coordination, the law of supply and demand
prevailed in relation to the deployment of emergency
aid. There was no regulatory framework nor limits on
strategies used by some NGOs to occupy more ground
to the detriment of the common good. 

Over and above technical questions related to the dis-
tribution of water, this multiplication of ad hoc com-
mittees also brought the risk of social breakdown. A
major risk was that actors who had been organized for
a long time and had been elected by the population
would lose their legitimacy. Instead, these more or less

structured social organizations could have been used as
a means of rebuilding social ties in traumatised neigh-
bourhoods. In addition, the infrastructure which was
not destroyed (standpipes or reservoirs) was never
used for truck distributions. Emergency NGOs preferred
to use the “bladder” reservoirs, thus disrupting pre-ex-
isting practices (different places used for the distribu-
tion of water, change in the taste of water between the
water from water kiosks and from bladders...). 

This situation, which, in certain extreme cases, led to
conflict between emergency NGOs during WASH coor-
dination meetings over who would gain responsibility
to supply a neighbourhood, shows how certain emer-
gency NGOs are stuck in a supply-based approach. This
is due to the way they are funded (appeals) as well as
the predominance of logistics in the way their opera-
tions are organised and the use of systematised and
norm-based procedures which make it difficult to adapt
them to the context or to implement them in a flexible
manner.

Taking the specific character of urban contexts
into account in order to move out of the emer-
gency phase in relation to access to basic serv-
ices

Emergency relief in urban environments: the risk of
competition on several levels

As the earthquake mainly hit dense urban areas of the
Haitian capital, emergency relief operations took place
in the middle of the city, between areas that had been
destroyed by the earthquake, refugee camps which
were progressively being set up and neighbourhoods
which were not destroyed which rapidly returned to
“normal” (fee-paying services available, functioning
economic sector...). The coexistence and the proximity
of these areas (camps/neighbourhoods, destroyed
areas/non-destroyed areas) with very different meth-
ods of functioning, created competition on different lev-
els in relation to access to potable water: competition
between fee-paying and free services and competition
between neighbourhoods and camps.

The permeability between the refugee camps and the
non-destroyed city created competition between the
services which had existed before (water which had to
be paid for, whether private or public) and the water
supplied free of charge by the international aid organi-
zations (free water from bladder reservoirs). There is a
risk that this competition will lead to the breakdown
and decapitalisation of the fee-paying sector, whether
public or private, despite the fact that, sooner or later, it
will have to take over from emergency aid and unsus-
tainable approaches involving handouts. 

There is also competition between camps and neigh-
bourhoods. Aid is concentrated in the camps to the
detriment of disadvantaged neighbourhoods which are
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more difficult to access as they are built on hillsides or
in ravines. The massive presence of international aid or-
ganisations in the camps has led to part of the popula-
tion temporarily leaving their neighbourhoods,
including those which have not been destroyed, for
camps. There is a risk that this displacement will mean
that the authorities in charge no longer see these serv-
ices as their responsibility as they are entirely paid for
in the camps by international aid organisations. The
number of people in the camps rose from 1.3 million to
more than 2 million in the first three months after the
earthquake.

Moving from assistance to long-term mechanisms:
managing the transition.

The priority for the water sector is that free distribu-
tion by tanker should end because of the exorbitant cost
involved for the public authorities and international or-
ganisations and because it is unsustainable. Though this
system was developed with good intentions, it has
proved impossible to control and, in many cases, the
water is sold several times before reaching its final des-
tination so that, in the end, the users pay a high price
for it. The cost for the community has proved to be
much higher than when it was supplied via the former
mechanisms.  

As a result, it has become a priority to completely re-
pair the network and the standpipes, managed by revi-
talised Komite Dlos. The difficulty is to carry out this
transition as smoothly as possible as it will not mobilise
the same actors and will therefore require a high degree
of public coordination. ACF was responsible for coordi-
nating the supply of water to bladder reservoirs for the
DINEPA and ran the Beyond water trucking discussion
group, but it is not responsible for exit strategies or
transition strategies between emergency aid and sus-
tainable services. As there is not enough water to sat-
isfy the needs of the entire population of the city and
the fact that the primary network is in a very damaged
state, this transition will be long and difficult. Tools and
strategies which can evolve will need to be invented in
order to deal with the short, medium and long term. 

This transition will also require networks to be rebuilt
and the service to be re-established across the city
rather than via a series of isolated, one-off operations.
These transition and development mechanisms there-
fore need to be viewed as part of a complex, multi-di-
mensional approach which is specific to the urban
context and which includes access to services, urban
planning and securing land ownership, social and eco-
nomic development, etc. It is paradoxical to see certain
emergency relief NGOs criticising the slow pace of re-
construction when certain of their actions, which were
designed with an immediate and often very targeted ob-
jective, without taking into account their social founda-
tions, contributed to further weakening institutions and
the collective response capacity which are indispensa-

ble to any kind of recovery and development.  

Finally, in addition to the elaboration of an overall de-
velopment plan, the planning of works and the restora-
tion of networks and mechanisms to gain access to
water, it will also be necessary to work at the local,
neighbourhood level to ensure that the transition is
properly carried out in its economic, social and techni-
cal aspects. 

Conclusion

The destruction of numerous shanty towns on 12 Janu-
ary 2010 does not just mean that access has to be re-
stored to a specific service. It is an opportunity to
rethink the overall planning of the poor neighbour-
hoods of Port-au-Prince. The objective should not be to
make these neighbourhoods disappear by creating long
term camps on the outskirts of the city, nor to rebuild
them exactly as they were. 

It appears impossible today to provide a sector-based
response to potable water in the context of the recon-
struction of the city in its many dimensions. The recon-
struction of the poor neighbourhoods should take place
via their urban and social consolidation. This raises nu-
merous questions and particularly about the role of dif-
ferent actors (local authorities, the State, civil society),
urban planning and accessibility, the promotion of
housing which is adapted to risks and has access to di-
versified services (water, sanitation, electricity, social
services, etc.). 

But there are numerous risks. The lack of Haitian actors
in a position to take charge of this multi-dimensional re-
construction and the absence of a community-based
contracting authority or a body to coordinate the dif-
ferent institutions and sector-based ministries is a real
handicap. In addition, the weakness of the Haitian State
at every level does not favour the indispensible coordi-
nation of aid, which is therefore subject to competition
and struggles for influence between States, interna-
tional bodies, humanitarian organisations and develop-
ment organisations. 

Emilie Barrau, Director, GRET
Jean-Philippe Fontenelle, Head of Operations, GRET

1 In the past, GRET has carried out programmes in post-crisis and economic

recovery situations, for example in Cambodia, Myanmar and the Democratic

Republic of Congo. Occasionally it is confronted with more or less large scale

crises in certain countries where it is present (for example, food crises fol-

lowing recurring drought in the region of Adroy in Madagascar or the crisis

in Myanmar caused by cyclone Nargis). 
2 This programme was initially funded by the European Union, then by the

French Development Agency. For more details, see Barrau, Frenoux, “Vers

l’institutionnalisation d’une délégation communautaire? Le cas de l’accès à

l’eau potable dans les quartiers défavorisés de Port-au-Prince”, Tiers Monde,

n°203, July-September 2010. 
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3 Cf. François Grünewald, Andrea Binder, Yvio Georges, Inter-agency real-time

evaluation in Haiti : 3 months after the earthquake, August 2010.
4 Cf. François Grünewald, Andrea Binder, Yvio Georges, Inter-agency real-time

evaluation in Haiti : 3 months after the earthquake, August 2010.
5 Annacacis Jean LeDû (GRET), Théodat Paul Lydbenson (CAMEP), Diagnos-

tic de la situation de l’approvisionnement en eau potable un mois après le

séisme du 12 janvier 2010, Etat de la situation et recomandations, February

2010 ; Julie Tipret (Gret), Martinel Louis (CAMEP), Rapport de diagnostic :

situation dans les quartiers défavorisés de Port au Prince 4 mois après le séisme

du 12 janvier 2010, June 2010.
6 Rehabilitation of the water supply system in several neighbourhoods fun-

ded by the Fondation de France.
7 According to GRET’s assessment 6 months after the earthquake, new com-

mittees had been set up by emergency NGOs in 41 neighbourhoods (90%). 
8 See the studies carried out by GRET as part of its assessment 6 months after

the earthquake. 
The launch of an awareness-raising campaign about

cholera, with all the water committees

© J. Tripet

Port-au-Prince – urban disaster and humanitarian crisis 

How can the humanitarian sector’s lack of know-
how and experience in urban contexts be
overcome?  Conventional humanitarian
activities, whether one-off or sector-based, need
to be rethought given the nature and magnitude
of humanitarian needs and the need to rebuild
the social, environmental and institutional
systems which make up the city. 

Béatrice BOYER 

The catastrophic impact of the earthquake on
the city.

In an already fragile social, urban and environmental
context with weak public authorities, the earthquake
caused considerable damage. There are numerous rea-
sons for this:

- The proximity of urban areas to the epicentre of the
earthquake.

Not only were whole neighbourhoods and buildings in
the city damaged or destroyed, the city’s vital activities
have been paralysed since the earthquake. More than a
thousand makeshift camps (with between ten and a
hundred tents) were spontaneously set up by the peo-
ple themselves in Port-au-Prince and all the urban areas
on the South-West coast of Haiti in any public or private
space which was free (streets, squares, central reserva-
tions, public parks, private land, hillsides where it is il-
legal to build or rubbish dumps near the sea). The
situation was made all the more complex by the accu-
mulation of rubble on roads which prevented traffic
from getting through in certain areas or at certain times
depending on how quickly it was cleared – a veritable
headache for all concerned. The physical situation in the
city was so chaotic (scale of damage, piles of rubble
where buildings had fallen and on the roads, difficulty of
access to certain neighbourhoods, unsafe areas) that it
took some time to prepare people’s minds as well as the
ground before the reconstruction could begin. The
earthquake did not distinguish between formal rich

The Haitian context

Haiti, which is both the hero and victim of its History,
continues to try to heal the scars of the past while over-
looking the present and, more worryingly, sometimes
acting as if it had no interest in the future. Cursed with
multiple problems, Haiti produces crises as much as it
endures them. The earthquake which struck its urban,
political, administrative, economic and demographic
heart is unfortunately just one more crisis in the chain
holding down this little country with its troubled and
violent history. The impacts of the earthquake and the
enormous difficulties involved in providing an appro-
priate response were amplified by the combination of
urban vulnerabilities and the low level of preparedness
in relation to risks and operations in urban contexts.

At the heart of these events was Port-au-Prince, the
Haitian capital, with a population which had grown
from 300 000 to 3 million in a few decades. The national
and local authorities were affected at every level finding
themselves in complete chaos due to loss of life and the
destruction of public buildings. As a consequence, it was
very difficult for them to make decisions. Meanwhile, a
very large number of highly-skilled humanitarian or-
ganizations with impressive logistical capacity began to
provide assistance but without the know-how or abil-
ity to coordinate operations required in urban contexts.  

What if this urban disaster is both an opportunity for
Haiti to re-organise its urban centres and an opportu-
nity for the whole aid sector to improve its practices in
this type of context?
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neighbourhoods and illegal poor neighbourhoods with
the historical centre as badly affected as the peripheral
neighbourhoods. 

- Lack of control over the Haitian urban fabric and
weak building regulations - two of the causes behind
the scale of destruction. 

The combination of the earthquake and irresponsible
management of construction meant that there was a
domino effect involving badly-built, interlocking build-
ings and poorly managed urban functions. The tremors
destroyed many non earthquake-proof buildings in-
cluding ministries, schools and housing, killing the oc-
cupants (some bodies were still under the rubble
several months later). The survivors had to continue de-
molishing the dangerous ruins and prevent people from
rebuilding in the same place or setting up tents or
makeshift shelters where buildings had stood. The dem-
olition and storage of rubble on roads paralysed the de-
ployment of aid. The majority of the rare basic urban
systems and services (roads, water reservoirs, pipes
and kiosks, schools, etc.) were no longer able to func-
tion whereas the neighbourhoods which had not been
too badly affected (because they were not on the seis-
mic fault lines or were better built) were themselves
damaged by the influx of survivors into the streets and
public spaces. 

Before the earthquake, neither urbanisation nor the
conditions in which construction took place were con-
trolled by the local technical or administrative authori-
ties. The scale and multiplicity of the effects of the
disaster revealed pre-disaster failures. Urban gover-
nance, whether municipal or metropolitan, was weak
and ineffective, basic services and socio-urban systems
were insufficient, non-existent or had only recently
been the object of fragile community-based consensus,
such as the water management committees in disad-
vantaged neighbourhoods1 which were beginning to
work before the earthquake. Land ownership situa-
tions, which most of the time were inextricable, not only
blocked all rational development but created extremely
vulnerable urban areas. In addition to an absence of risk
management or appropriate legislation, there was ille-
gality, precariousness and insecurity. The laissez-faire
approach to construction and the non-application of
norms when they existed (earthquakes were not per-
ceived to be a risk locally) caused this fragility and pre-
seismic disorder which has been further demonstrated
by the way the Haitian authorities are unable to give
rapid and clear instructions for the reconstruction. 

- Incompetence, lack of resources and/or corruption? 

Cities are a mixture of historical layers, interlocking
physical and cultural elements and the juxtaposition of
systems and disorder. The balance between spatial or-
ganization, systemic functioning, appropriate gover-
nance, favourable or dangerous geographical
characteristics is a complex alchemy which fundamen-

tally depends on the policies which are implemented.
Urbanization in Haiti has been affected by historical
conflicts and politicians who did not care much about
the public interest. Haitians themselves speak of public
laissez-faire, of every man for himself, and the race for
survival. For international aid organisations who ar-
rived after the disaster it was difficult to gain a clear
overall view of the situation, particularly as the disas-
ter had hit Port-au-Prince full on, a city where insecu-
rity, land seizures, illegal occupation, environmental
risk, religious complexity, gangland killings and anar-
chy are the rule.    

What is the situation one year on? 

The fact that objectives have not been met and little
visible progress has been made calls into question
the methods of the aid sector. 

Port-au-Prince is still covered in rubble. Here and there,
there are one-off examples of reconstruction, but these
are more private individual operations than mass re-
housing programmes. Self-rebuilding has begun in the
city as it has in rural areas, where people have given up
waiting and have begun to rebuild themselves. More
than a thousand tent camps are still in place in the cap-
ital and there are more in the other coastal towns that
were affected2, with more than a million people dis-
placed from their place of origin, due to the earthquake
or having been drawn by the promise of international
aid. This situation will no doubt continue in 2011.
Though reconstruction and repairs can go ahead to help
the owners of clearly identifiable land return, it is much
more complicated to re-house tenants who do not have
any land of their own or those who lived in illegal or at
risk areas. The situation is made all the more compli-
cated due to the absence to date of directives for the de-
velopment of the city, that is to say, concerning the
legalisation of disadvantaged illegal neighbourhoods.

-“The Camp Corail fiasco” or the creation of new
shanty towns:

When humanitarian responses take an autonomous,
non-contextual form, they can inadvertently make prob-
lems, such as the uncontrolled urbanisation in Haiti,
worse. The fact that people were displaced to a site that
was “available” to the North of the city – a deserted and
isolated no man’s land – resolved one problem only to
create another. The camp attracted a large number of
families, whether victims of the earthquake or not, who
steadily moved to the surrounding land. It drew not
only people from the affected neighbourhoods of Port-
au-Prince, but many families from very poor regions.
Thus, the creation of a camp to make distributions eas-
ier for aid organizations led to illegal spontaneous ur-
banization. More land around the camp is occupied
every day so that the local population has risen from be-
tween 5000 and 8000 with provisional shelter to almost
30 000 inhabitants, a figure which is constantly on the
rise. These people are gradually settling down for the
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long term on land which has not been prepared for such
a purpose. The aid organizations in charge of the camp
are incapable of coping with the needs of such a large
population. Perhaps the government had been planning
to extend the city to these areas and seized this oppor-
tunity when the humanitarian actors were looking for
available land. This does not change the fact that hu-
manitarians are involved in reproducing what does not
work in Haiti’s cities: illegal, informal urbanization with
no basic services.

- Rubble:

The reconstruction is being held up by the presence of
rubble. Despite the radical solutions proposed by the
Americans to clear it with machines and truck rotations,
it is not only a technical problem. Clearing neighbour-
hoods with bulldozers, as has begun in the informal
neighbourhood of Fort National near the Presidential
palace, creates at least as many problems as it resolves.
These machines took no time to clear a large part of the
neighbourhood, taking with it the social ties which had
existed there, the limits of property, of custom, its his-
tory and sometimes the bodies of loved ones still buried
in the rubble… This project to rebuild a neighbourhood,
which was the idea of President Préval, is now techni-
cally possible having been completely cleared, but there
is a risk that many unanswerable questions of identifi-
cation will bring complications for a long time – Who
lived where? Who was the owner of what? Where were
the limits of such and such a house? In the end, the proj-
ect consists of moving one type of population out in
order to use the space differently or to allocate it to
other people. The discontent of one section, the endless
appeals of the other, and the demands of the armed
gangs in the rest of the neighbourhood are going to cre-
ate a complex and potentially explosive social and po-
litical context. Due to the difficulties of identification
and the complexity of resolving property ownership
claims, a more prudent approach has been to run Cash
for Work programmes to clear the rubble, which have
been run by almost all the NGOs present and which di-
rectly benefit the inhabitants themselves. But the slow
rhythm of work with spades and wheelbarrows, the
very small amount of money paid per family and the
slow pace of the cleanup, not to mention the lack of land
available to store the debris, call into question this ap-
proach. To accelerate the preparatory phase of the re-
construction3, alternative mixed solutions are being
looked into: business contracts, activities for local peo-
ple, re-use of rubble on site with crushing machines and
confined masonry4. 

Re-housing: tents, box-shelters to sleep in or rein-
vesting living neighbourhoods?

The UN’s Shelter and Non-Food Items Cluster was very
active under the leadership of the International Feder-
ation of the Red Cross during the long months of the
first post-crisis phase, bringing a large number of or-
ganisations together on an almost weekly basis to co-

ordinate the supply of emergency shelters (tarpaulins,
tents) and then the construction of transitional shelters.
A lot of organisations participate in the Cluster5. Despite
problems with the international supply of equipment
(tents), they instigated very close monitoring of the sit-
uation throughout 2010 to anticipate and respond to
needs particularly during the cyclone seasons. But the
move from supplying tents to the construction of tran-
sitional shelters is much longer and more complicated
and all the more so for long-term construction. Coordi-
nation is currently focused on the supply of transitional
shelters, which has been held up a great deal. This area
has met with numerous difficulties in parallel to a major
effort being made to use shelters of a high technical
standard in terms of cyclone and earthquake resistance
which are adaptable to different types of terrain... About
a third of the planned 110 000 shelters have been built.
The slow supply of materials held up at the border, the
foreign prefabrication of parts for assembly, the pro-
duction of rarely modular, uniform units and the train-
ing of staff to assemble the units has not produce the
expected dynamism during the reconstruction, particu-
larly as the installation of these shelters in urban con-
texts creates numerous land ownership problems.
Furthermore, repetitive housing units which are placed
side-by-side horizontally are not adapted to urban den-
sification which rather should be based on vertically
overlapping housing units.

There is an obvious lack of knowledge of
urban complexity amongst humanitarian ac-
tors in Haiti

- Humanitarian culture and aid mechanisms are not
adapted to urban contexts. 

For example, emergency relief is driven by practices
and logistics which encourage the organisation of aid
based on the grouping of affected people in camps and
preferably on vast open pieces of land. The interna-
tional aid community thought that it would be able to
provide a response of this kind to the victims in the
Haitian capital, first by working with the spontaneous
camps which were set up in large public spaces
(Champs de Mars, Place Boyer, industrial zone around
the airport) and then, from April, by building ‘Camp
Corail’, away from the debris of the city. But due to the
absence of available land, the operation had to be car-
ried out around fifteen kilometres from Port-au-Prince.
The people involved, encouraged by the American
army, volunteered to be displaced. Several months on,
though, they are now far away from any possible in-
come-generating activities and, despite themselves,

The acceleration of self-rebuilding, the low impact on
the Haitian construction sector, the paralysis of urban
systems alongside the sporadic delivery of basic hous-
ing units calls into question the humanitarian re-
sponse’s capacity to take the urban dimension into
account. 
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they have become hostages to international aid and
have become angry. City spaces and their uses are in-
tertwined. The activities of city dwellers are mixed up
with the places they live, or survive. They have often left
other places where the poverty or instability was worse.
Thus, even if a neighbourhood has been a place of death,
it nevertheless remains a place of living memories and
especially of activity. As such, aid organizations need to
improve their understanding of these contexts and
adapt their operational approach to longer term con-
siderations than emergency relief.

- Post-emergency sector-based aid mechanisms are
not appropriate in cities. 

Humanitarian methods – one-off programmes, limited
funding, minimal coordination and specifically-oriented
communication – do not work well, if at all, for opera-
tions in cities. The division of humanitarian aid into spe-
cialized sectors (WASH, Shelter and Non-Food Items,
Nutrition, Camp Management, etc.) does not facilitate
the cross-sector approach needed in cities. Whether it is
at the level of skills, funding, scale, the duration of pro-
grammes, the way they are spread out or the objectives
of donors, there is a need for response mechanisms
which take the interconnection of functions, urban
perimeters and the different scales of living spaces and
governance into account. Furthermore, certain techni-
cal sectors are too often absent from these programmes,
such as those connected to environmental management,
the collection and/or treatment of waste, the evacua-
tion of waste water and/or rainwater. As for local ad-
ministrative bodies, they are not adequately taken into
account, or too late. Efforts are made to coordinate dif-
ferent humanitarian actors via work groups and incen-
tives, the establishment of standards, the integration of
mapping… but these are efforts to reinforce humanitar-
ian action rather than to adapt to the context. There is
a need for a multi-dimensional and cross-sector urban
approach. 

- Humanitarian organisations lack urban technical
skills.

Generally, the aid sector has shown that it does not have
the necessary skills and tools for urban problems and
issues : urban mapping, socio-urban multi-disciplinary
assessments, advisory capacity vis-à-vis representa-
tives of local institutions to help establish urban devel-
opment plans (extension, renovation, housing, sewers,
transport, etc.), progressive planning, approaches based
on different administrative perimeters, processes and
procedures in urban development, funding and strate-
gic and operational coordination. Though UN-HABITAT
has the capacity and has been very active carrying out
this kind of analysis, its work has not had the necessary
resonance or recognition amongst its peers. It took
months before the value of their recommendations was
finally recognized! The “Logement Quartiers” working
group was subsequently given all the strategic impor-
tance that it was due, but only after wasting a lot of time
and energy in the response… 

- Difficulty identifying the right level of local inter-
locutor. 

Contact with the Haitian authorities has been insuffi-
cient in the post-emergency phase and practically non-
existent with the local professional sector. Urban
mechanisms are closely linked to political and economic
mechanisms and so there is a great deal at stake. As a
consequence, official administrative mechanisms are
the continual object of outside influence, pressure and
interests which make it difficult for operational actors
to find the right interlocutor, the right level of valida-
tion which is all the more complicated for foreign actors
who are not aware of the numerous specific interests
that exist in Haiti. In addition, local authorities lost a lot
of staff in the earthquake so the local response and gov-
ernance capacity has been considerably reduced which
has led to many decisions and actions being held up.  

Two major challenges have emerged: the re-
construction of the Haitian urban sector on
healthy foundations and the need to adapt
post-crisis methods to urban environments.

The brutal and tragic reality of the constructive and
urban vulnerability in Haiti means that local au-
thorities have been forced to take responsibility for
buildings and urban development. 

Over and above the need to respond to the damage done
by the disaster itself, the situation has revealed the ur-
gent need for radical, structural improvement of the
Haitian urban sector and built and urbanised areas,
physically, legally and in terms of management. The dis-
aster caused by the vulnerability of these areas and
buildings to seismic risk has forced the authorities and
the Haitian construction sector to accept the need to
take the appropriate measures, and especially to apply
them to avoid further disasters. It would be irresponsi-
ble not to seize the opportunities provided by interna-
tional aid including to establish long term objectives.
For example, the current mobilisation of international
funds should allow the vital upgrading of urban infra-
structure. Technical support should allow high quality
and secure reconstruction. This should involve the es-
tablishment of a legal framework of construction norms
in relation to different local risks, whether these are
natural risks (earthquakes, cyclones, landslides, flood-
ing, etc.) or structural risks (uncontrolled urbanisation,
environmental pollution, land ownership insecurity and
the lack of appropriate technical skills and regulations).
This complete revision of the Haitian urban construc-
tion sector should be seen as a more general political
opportunity to rethink urban development strategies.   

The fact that one year after the disaster, more than a
million people are still living in tents in camps raises
questions about the effectiveness of the international
aid community’s sector-based strategies. 
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Coordination of international aid in urban areas,
which for a long time remained in the shadow of con-
ventional emergency relief mechanisms, is getting
better. 

Alongside the activities of the other humanitarian ac-
tors, the important work carried out by UN-HABITAT,
in connection with the relevant Haitian institutions6, on
the structural objectives of the reconstruction, has
begun to bear fruit. For a long time, the work of UN-
HABITAT’s urban specialists did not enjoy a great deal
of visibility in the aid sector due to issues of culture and
UN humanitarian mechanisms, organizational reasons
and even inter-agency competition which led to a lack of
resources, staff and premises. Its work consists of pro-
viding research and analysis with a view to “the formu-
lation of policy, strategies and the implementation of
projects to support the return of affected people to safe
neighbourhoods and the reconstruction of housing,
neighbourhoods and cities which are less vulnerable to
natural disasters, as part of integrated urban planning
in the metropolitan region of Port-au-Prince and its
Communes, as well as in secondary cities which have
been directly affected or which have been identified as
regional development centres”7. 
Though somewhat in the background during the emer-
gency phase, one year on, this major piece of work to
prepare the conditions of urban reconstruction has be-
come essential to ensure that aid has a long-term im-
pact. It has required time because it has been a
collective process, involving a wide variety of actors and
dealing with numerous technical and institutional
cross-cutting issues. 

Progress made for the reconstruction in Haiti: 

The broad lines of a strategic framework for the recon-
struction of permanent and secure housing in cities
have become clearer, notably thanks to the advice given
to Haitian decision-makers via this work carried out
jointly by UN-HABITAT’s urban planners, the World
Bank and the different international and Haitian stake-
holders involved. This framework focuses on the infor-
mal neighbourhoods in Port-au-Prince which will serve
as an example to develop a strategy for all neighbour-
hoods. Two promising directions have emerged which
appear coherent and appropriate for urban contexts: fo-
cusing funding and aid programmes on so-called
“strategic and/or trigger” projects and identifying
urban perimeters, their limits, occupations, character-
istics, in the context of long-term strategic development
of the city.    

These orientations, which need to be implemented on
a large scale to respond to the huge re-housing needs
in cities, call into question international aid mecha-
nisms in urban contexts. 

The decision to transfer the sector-based activities of
the Shelter and Non-Food Items Cluster to the Loge-
ment Quartier cross-sector working group, initiated by
UN-HABITAT, was very pertinent.
More generally, we must ask the question: should we
stop using the UN’s sector-based Cluster approach with
only humanitarian organizations involved in the post-
emergency phase in order to be able to apply holistic
multi-sector and multidimensional strategies which are
adapted to the functionalities and specific organization
of the city? 

Béatrice Boyer, Groupe URD
Architect and Urban Planner, Researcher 

1 The Komité Dlos were created around fifteen years ago and supported by

the water management administration (DINEPA – Direction nationale de l’eau

potable et assainissement), the distribution body (CAMEP - Centrale au-

tonome métropolitaine d’eau potable), local neighbourhood communities and

a French development NGO, the GRET (Groupe de recherche et d’échanges

technologiques). Just before the earthquake, they were in the process of re-

inforcing their activities with a project to create a federation.  
2 Gressier, Léogâne, Petit Goave, Jacmel
3 Only 2% of the rubble in Port-au-Prince had been cleared in August; it is

predicted that 40% will have been cleared by the end of 2011.
4 Masonry made by confining material in a wire mesh structure which forms

construction blocks. 
5 The Shelter and Non-Food Items Cluster currently has 69 partner organi-

sations who evaluate needs and respond to them in all affected regions, in-

cluding Port-au-Prince, Jacmel, Petit Goave and Léogâne ( IASC Haiti Shelter

Cluster, January 2011).
6 The C.I.A.T. Comité Interministériel d’Aménagement du Territoire, The Min-

istry for Planning, DINEPA, municipal authorities… and representatives of

the Haitian urban sector.
7 UN-HABITAT
8 UN-Habitat, January 2011

In addition to the “Construction Good Practice Guide”
produced by the Ministry of Public Works (MTPTC) on
30 December 2010, and the “Small Buildings Repair
Guide” validated by the same Ministry on 10 January
2011, a framework of reconstruction strategies for per-
manent and secure housing in cities is due to be pre-
sented to aid actors in Port-au-Prince by the Haitian
government.8

Camp Corail, 15 km from the capital Port-au-
Prince, where there are 8 000 displaced persons. 

Humanitarian methods which do not integrate 
the notion of neighbourhood life

© Groupe URD
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Managing water, sanitation and hygiene in Port-au-Prince: how do we get out 
of the emergency phase?

Managing access to water and sanitation is one of
the most complex tasks for urban institutions.
These challenges are particularly complex in a
city destroyed by an earthquake. The
international community’s operations were
extremely effective in supplying the population
with water in the first days following the
earthquake. However, the response also revealed
a lack of preparation and tools to manage excreta
in urban emergency situations and the chronic
difficulty of ending the emergency phase.

Julie PATINET  

An assessment of the situation 

The context before the earthquake

The water and sanitation sector in Haiti in general and
in urban zones in particular was in a very poor state be-
fore the earthquake of 12 January 2010, despite the ef-
forts of the recently created DINEPA, the new
regulatory authority with a mandate to reform and har-
monise the sector. In Port-au-Prince, less than 30% of
the population were supplied by the municipal water
service and less than 50% had access to toilets. The net-
work of the Centrale Autonome Métropolitaine d’Eau
Potable (CAMEP - Autonomous Metropolitan Station for
Potable Water) was too small in relation to the increase
in population (which had gone up from 300 000 to
2 300 000 inhabitants in a few decades), was outdated
and had not been properly maintained.

The private water sector grew in Port-au-Prince to fill
these gaps, but was not subject to control due to lack of
means. The inhabitants of Port-au-Prince drank water
which was treated by inverse osmosis which they
bought at the hundreds of kiosks all over the city, either
in little bags (for immediate consumption), or in 22 litre
bottles. Water was also supplied by tanker to neigh-
bourhoods which were not connected to the network.
However, this private solution did not cover all the gaps
in the CAMEP’s metropolitan network. 

As for toilets, households which had them used bayak-
ous (people who traditionally empty toilets) when they
were able to pay for the service. The bayakous are a stig-
matised population amongst which the consumption of
alcohol is the usual means of managing the smell and
psychological impact of this kind of work. The toilets
were emptied at night, and their contents deposited
some way away, in the streets or the ravines, which only
“displaces” the problem. The bayakous are subject to a
great deal of violence within communities. Their life ex-
pectancy was lower than average, and this problem was

compounded by the fact that people emptied all kinds of
solid objects into their toilets, including sharp objects
which injured the bayakous and often caused mortal in-
fections because of the contact with excrement.     

The management of solid waste in Port-au-Prince con-
sisted of moving refuse from one place and putting in a
ravine or a rubbish dump. A small amount was emptied
into the Truitier dump, which was run by the SMCRS1,
on the outskirts of the city. The health risks were all the
more extreme as this dump was also used as an outlet
for sewage from septic tanks. 

The creation of the DINEPA2 in 2009 was a significant
move forward in a country which was emerging from a
decade of troubles, was building its governance and
preparing elections. The sharing of responsibilities and
power relations between the CAMEP and the DINEPA
was one of the major challenges of the reform. This was
the context on the morning of 12 January 2010. 

A major disaster and a response which is looking
for its bearings

Apart from the major destruction to buildings, the
earthquake also destroyed kilometers of piping and me-
ters cubed of storage space in neighbourhoods. For the
million people still living in tents or under tarpaulin,
and for the few lucky ones who have been given a tem-
porary shelter or who have built one themselves, the
challenges in relation to water are considerable.  

It is difficult to get a clear picture of the methods used
to gain access to water in IDP sites as there are a variety
of sources available. Generally, it seems that the supply
methods which existed before the earthquake have con-
tinued, including the buying and consumption of water
treated by inverse osmosis. The DINEPA very rapidly
took over the coordination of humanitarian aid in the
WASH sector and during the first 6 months it was re-
sponsible for a third of deliveries by truck in IDP camps,
the remaining two thirds  having been provided directly
by humanitarian agencies via soft reservoirs known as
“bladders” filled with chlorinated water. Only a third of
the population use the water from the “bladders” as
drinking water. People do not trust the quality of the
water supplied and are not used to drinking water of
this kind. Thus, the water from the bladders is used to
cover most needs for washing, doing the dishes and
doing housework.  

The sanitation of excreta in the urban context of Port-
au-Prince was a real headache for the international
community and took a long time to be put in place. In
the end, classic pit latrines were built where it was pos-
sible to dig pits (which was far from being the case
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everywhere) and portable toilets emptied on a daily
basis by private companies, were also set up.  According
to the CDC3, the rate of use of the toilets was 190 people
per toilet in June 2010. At the same time, some dis-
placed people continue to use the toilets in their de-
stroyed homes or those available near their site, but
how many exactly is not known. 

In the acute emergency phase, the supply of chlorinated
water by truck was completely appropriate. But the ef-
fectiveness of the international aid community could
have been improved if it had listened to the local popu-
lation very early on. Communication about hygiene
could have been more adapted to the Haitian context
such as the consumption of water treated by inverse os-
mosis. This treatment does not leave any aftertaste, as
opposed to chlorine. This local characteristic was not
properly taken into account in the hygiene promotion
strategy. 

Options such as reinforcing the population’s capacity to
treat water at home (which in numerous cases is a way
of supporting spontaneous post-disaster resilience
strategies, which are themselves based on existing prac-
tices from before the earthquake4), only emerged quite
late on in the process.

The cholera epidemic appears to have led to an expo-
nential increase in the practice of treating water at
home. This should be supported and will need to be
taken into account in current and future strategies. 

Challenges, issues and difficulties

One year after the earthquake the victims are still in
camps, the condition of the tarpaulins is deteriorating,
a large section of the population depends on water sup-
plied by truck and on toilets which are emptied at the
expense of humanitarian organisations. How do we get
out of the emergency phase? 

Getting out of the emergency phase

Since the disaster, the major part of the private water
trucking service has been paid by the international com-
munity. Though this method of supplying water was
necessary and appropriate during the acute emergency
phase, there is a risk that it will have unintended con-
sequences in the long term: free distributions tend to
create aid dependency and weaken the community
structures which existed before. Finding alternatives to
supplying water by tanker is therefore essential due to
the cost and unsustainability of this approach. This
issue is being tackled by the Beyond Water Trucking
working group. The government has announced that
there will be a return to paying for water, but there is
strong resistance… 

The same problem needs to be dealt with in relation to
the emptying of portable toilets scattered around the
city, but strategic reflection on this point has not started
yet. Activities are being carried out on “automatic pilot”,

which is made worse by the high turnover amongst ex-
patriate staff. This makes it difficult to think ahead
about exit strategies.

Funding for this kind of transition is difficult to come
by, which makes it difficult to look ahead to the mid and
long term, and to envisage rehabilitation strategies. 

WASH5 and urban planning

While most humanitarian NGOs have implemented rel-
atively classic operations (setting up reservoirs, sup-
plying water by tanker, setting up water purification
stations), other actors, such as development NGOs who
had been working on the issue of water in Port-au-
Prince before the earthquake, began to repair network,
reservoir and kiosk infrastructure in collaboration with
the national authorities. However, the rehabilitation or
construction of sustainable water and sanitation infra-
structure is intrinsically linked to future urbanism and
reconstruction plans which are still awaiting decisions
by the government. Though the government is in the
process of defining a strategy, with the help of UN-Habi-
tat, rehousing the majority of displaced people is com-
plex (identification of land ownership status and at risk
neighbourhoods). The state is paralysed by the fact that
the people who own the land where the camps have
been set up are refusing to have more long-term water
and sanitation infrastructure implemented as they are
worried that this will lead to the land being occupied
permanently.

In addition, humanitarian organisations who specialise
in WASH activities did not know how to or were unable
to develop excreta management options for urban con-
texts. The technical and organisational choices imple-
mented in Port-au-Prince are not viable either from an
environmental or an economic point of view. NGOs have
built toilets in places which are not accessible to trucks
(even the bayakou need to be able to transport the
waste!), without overall coherence for the sector.

It is very worrying that NGOs who are reaching the end
of their budgets are abandoning full latrines, especially
in the context of a cholera epidemic.

A pit latrine, which is full, in a displaced per-
sons’ site in the centre of Port-au-Prince

© Groupe URD
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Faced with the risk of demonstrations and the blocking
of roads which interrupt the supply of water and the
emptying of toilets, the humanitarian sector needs to
develop alternatives by working with the “aid benefici-
aries”. Strategies need to be implemented rapidly which
concentrate on the resilience of communities at the
household level (particularly the treatment of water at
home) in order to reduce the risk of damage done due
to protest movements and uncertainty…

To conclude…

With urban centres and their increasingly vulnerable
populations threatened by growing problems, humani-
tarian actors need to show they can think outside of
their “comfort zone” and their tried and tested solu-
tions. The technical, social, economic and organizational
challenges ahead are both daunting and fascinating.

Julie Patinet, Groupe URD
Researcher: Water and sanitation

1 Société Métropolitaine pour la Collecte des Résidus Solides.
2 The framework law which instituted the reform of the potable water sec-

tor was voted in by the Parliament in January 2009. It came into force with

the promulgation of the law in the Official Journal, “Le Moniteur”, of 25 March

2009. 
3 CDC, Access to Water, Sanitation and Hygiene In IDP Settlements in Port-au-

Prince, Haiti, Results of a Household Survey (conducted in June 2010), Draft

August 4, 2010, [Not For Distribution].
4 Preventing diarrheal disease in developing countries : household chlorina-

tion options in Haiti:

http://www.familyhm.org/2010%20News%20Briefs/1-pager-haiti-chlori-

nation2.pdf
5 WASH: Water Sanitation and Hygiène
6 Professor Renaud Piarroux, Rapport de mission sur l’épidémie de choléra en

Haïti, December 2010
7 http://www.hpnhaiti.com/site/index.php?option=com_content&view=cat-

egory&id=19:haiti—cholera&layout=blog&Itemid=30 et

http://new.paho.org/disasters/index.php?option=com_content&task=view

&id=1423&Itemid=1

Water Trucking in Canapé Vert (Port-au-Prince)

WASH and cholera

The cholera epidemic is a tragic sign of the failures of
the system which were already highlighted in the Re-
port of the Real-time evaluation carried out by Groupe
URD and GPPI in April-May 2010 for the Inter-Agency
Standing Committee (IASC). 

The epidemic first spread in the Artibonite river basin
due to mass contamination via the faeces of United Na-
tions staff who had caught the disease6. Population
movement then caused the epidemic to spread to other
areas such as Port-au-Prince.  After the first deadly
wave in Artibonite and neighbouring rural communes,
the situation appears to be stabilizing and mortality is
decreasing. The figures published by the Haitian Min-
istry of Health on 6 January 2011 were of 3 651 deaths
caused by cholera and 171 304 people affected through-
out Haiti7.

The difficulty of controlling the epidemic is linked to the
very weak rate of coverage of essential water and sani-
tation infrastructure, exacerbated by the promiscuity in
the camps and mediocre hygiene practices. Improving
access to suitable water and sanitation services, im-
proving the quality of the drinking water bought by
Haitians and improving hygiene practices are major
challenges to stop the epidemic from spreading.  

This tragedy is a bitter reminder of the crucial impor-
tance of managing environmental risks linked to the
presence of aid actors. The “Green camp” initiative was
launched in 2008-2009 with a view to designing sus-
tainable sanitation facilities (not only toilets but also
throughout the sector after collection) for camps occu-
pied by United Nations staff and peacekeeping forces all
over the world. What has happened to this initiative?
Has it been abandoned? It is urgent today to put strate-
gic ideas into practice and to make actors aware of their
responsibility to manage the environmental risks linked
to their presence and their practices so that tragedies
of this kind do not happen again. 

Reducing the risks linked to the vulnerability of op-
erations in an insecure context. 

More than a million IDPs depend every day on the water
and sanitation services provided by NGOs (chlorinated
water, emptying toilets). These services have been in-
terrupted due to outbreaks of violence such as after the
first round of the Presidential elections at the end of No-
vember 2010. These episodes, during which portable
toilets are used to build barricades, are an understand-
able expression of anger and frustration by Haitians
(suspicion of fraud, panic and anger due to cholera, ex-
asperation with life in the camps, etc.). With the cancel-
lation of the second round of the Presidential elections,
Haiti has remained in an unstable state, facing an un-
certain future. At a time when there is a cholera epi-
demic, the provision of essential services is in
considerable danger. 

© Groupe URD
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Bibliography
Haiti: the past and the present help to shed light on the future

Since the earthquake of 12 January 2010, there has been a rise in crime and an increasing sense of insecurity
amongst the Haitian population. In Port-au-Prince, prisoners escaped during the disaster and armed groups
have been formed in the most vulnerable neighbourhoods and in camps where women are easy targets. There
is a risk that the election process will be affected by this violence and insecurity which is compounding the
chronic poverty, the weakness of the government and social and economic inequality. Prior to the earth-
quake, criminal violence had begun to decline due to a combination of political reconciliation, law enforce-
ment operations and investment in marginalized neighbourhoods. Directing resources towards mitigating
violence while addressing the underlying sources of crime and violence should remain a priority in post-
earthquake reconstruction.

Available at: http://www.usip.org/files/resources/PB%2058%20-%20Crime%20Politics%20and%20Violence%20in%20Post-
Earthquake%20Haiti.pdf

Crime, politics and violence in Post-earthquake Haiti.

UNITED STATES INSTITUTE OF PEACE, 28 September 2010.  4 P.
BERG, Louis-Alexandre

"What can literature do faced with a tragedy of this scale? Nothing, but it certainly should not keep quiet”.
Some of the authors in this book wrote immediately after the earthquake which struck Haiti on 12 January
2010. Others, in the following weeks, chose to share (sometimes without having to spell things out) how this
disaster had affected their lives, their imagination, their citizenship and their identity. Together, these pieces
published immediately in Le Point and these creative texts do not claim anything other than to express what
it is to be in Haiti amongst the living. This book is the result of collaboration between the magazine, Le Point,
Actes Sud publishing house and Atelier Jeudi soir in Port-au-Prince. Profits will go towards the cultural and
educational reconstruction of Haiti. (Publisher’s note)

Haïti : Parmi les vivants

ACTES DU SUD, May 2010. 181 P.

Goudou Goudou is the Creole term which the Haitian people have given the terrible earthquake of 12 January
which destroyed the capital Port-au-Prince and the surrounding region, killing more than 250 000 people.
This huge disaster could not simply be referred to as " trammeman n'tè ", like an ordinary earthquake, exam-
ples of which have taken place in Haiti’s past. A specific name was therefore created for this exceptional
earthquake, which is onomatopoeic, resembling the movement and sound of the earth moving. Goudou Gou-
dou. Haïti : une année de terreurs, d'erreurs et de rumeurs relates my feelings and impressions, my indi-
gnation and anger during the year of 2010 with regard to the successive misfortunes of this country that I
have known for decades. In spite of the universal emotion at the beginning and the promises of aid and as-
sistance from all over, the effects of the disaster are far from having been erased or even alleviated, with cy-
clones and cholera having added to the disaster. The French media committed many errors of appreciation
and judgement: this book highlights the worst of these and attempts to give a more accurate picture of Haiti.
Regarding the aid given to the Haitians, despite the good intentions sometimes behind it, there were also
many blunders. In Haiti, there have also been, and there continue to be, a lot of rumours, sometimes brief, so-
metimes prolonged, due, first, to the cholera epidemic and then to the Presidential elections. On a more po-
sitive note, the Haitians showed extraordinary courage (today we would say resilience). As they like to say
themselves: "Kenbe fèm! Pa lage!” (Author’s note)

Goudou Goudou : Haïti : une année de terreurs, d’erreurs et de rumeurs

L’HARMATTAN, January 2011. 222 P. 

BERROUET, Sarah ; BOLIVAR, Faubert

BOUTAUD DE LA COMBE ; CASTERA, Georges et al.

CHAUDENSON, Robert

HAITIANS’VIEWS OF THE DISASTER

One year on, he writes of what he saw, without pathos or lyricism. He writes of the horror he saw and of the
composure of the Haitians. What remains when everything falls down? The culture - and the energy of many
remarkable people. (Publisher’s note) 

Tout bouge autour de moi

GRASSET, January 2011. 192 P.
LAFERRIERE, Dany



30
Humanitarian Aid  on the move

Newsletter n°7

9 months after the earthquake, 1.3 million people are still living in makeshift camps, the reconstruction of the
country is slow, leaving the most vulnerable people, including children, in great destitution. Despite the major
mobilisation of the international community immediately after the earthquake, long term reconstruction
projects are still being held up, and even though the need to protect displaced children was regularly un-
derlined, few solutions have been found to avoid families being separated and child trafficking. 

Available at: 

http://www.reliefweb.int/rw/RWFiles2010.nsf/FilesByRWDocUnidFilename/VVOS-89QMHL-full_report.pdf/$File/full_report.pdf

The displaced of Haiti: long term challenges and needed solutions

MIGRATION AND REFUGEE SERVICES

Committee on migration of the United States conference of Catholics Bishops August 2010. 16 P.

The earthquake of 12 January thrust Haiti into the public consciousness as never before. It is a country with
a rich history, the first black republic and the first country to free itself from European imperialism in Latin
America. It must rebuild itself without forgetting its culture. Those who want to help Haiti need to hear the
testimony of survivors and learn about the country’s politics, history, art and culture.

Haiti rising: Haitian history, culture and the earthquake of 2010

University of the west indies press, university of liverpool press, January 2011. 200 P.

MUNRO, Martin

One of the deadliest disasters we have seen in a long time hits Haiti. World opinion is appalled, people talk
of supernatural forces, of a curse! Is Haiti damned? Why do we only ever show interest in this country, the
poorest of the Americas, when it is struck by misfortune? Why is its history, a large part of which it shares
with France, only ever spoken about in hushed tones? There is similar ignorance about its recent history.
According to certain commentators, Haiti’s first democratically elected President stood down in 2004. A “re-
signation” which, according to this captivating and terrifying account by Randall Robinson, a key witness,
more closely resembles a Coup d’Etat fomented by the Bush administration, with the support of Dominique
de Villepin. And is the US military intervention of 2010 not another occupation under the pretext of a hu-
manitarian mission? Haïti, l'insupportable souffrance provides us with all the keys to understand post-earth-
quake Haiti and, more generally, the incredible contempt of the West for a country which, once it has picked
itself back up again, will continue to surprise us. (Publisher’s note)

Haïti, l’insupportable souffrance

ALPHEE, February 2010. 315 P., 12 January 2010

“I wrote this book so that the goudou-goudou would stop raging in me, this earthquake which all Haitians now
carry with them. On top of the violence of its history and the poverty, Haiti really did not need this earthquake.
It is one violent event too many. Slavery, colonialism, exploitation and occupation were enough. At night, I feel
myself swaying. The earth falters at the merest movement. I read or write to forget that the earth, which
feeds us, also trembles and kills. I wrote this book to say that life never trembles. The people are on their
feet and are looking for their path by candlelight. The people are on their feet and are looking for water and
bread, and are burying their dead. Because the dead can cross gardens and knock on the windows of dreams
to bring hope to the living”. (Author’s note).

Haïti, Kenbe la.

MICHEL LAFON, September 2010. 266 P.
SAINT ELOI, Rodney

After the devastation caused in a number of Haitian regions during the earthquake of 12 January 2010, there
was a major mobilisation of the international community. Governments and the public, moved by the terri-
ble scenes shown by the media, provided massive support to the country in distress. Though at first sight this
support appeared to be disinterested and philanthropic, for the richest governments it was often part of their
international policies, often using their armies to distribute water, food, shelter and medical care. The author
compares the case of Haiti with those of Sudan and Somalia, both devastated by internal wars and which, by
accepting international aid, became vulnerable to donors and international interests.  

Humanitarian assistance? : Haiti and Beyond

SEAGULL BOOKS LONDON LTD, December 2010. 96 P.
MIDDLETON, Neil

ROBINSON, Randall

RESPONSE TO THE EARTHQUAKE AND RECONSTRUCTION



31
Humanitarian Aid on the move
Newsletter n°7

Following the earthquake of 12 January 2010, the capital Port-au-Prince lost 800 000 inhabitants, 600 000
of these through displacement. Such a loss in population can only lead to greater decentralization of state
power which is usually based in Port-au-Prince. In collaboration with the international community, the Hai-
tian government needs to develop a large number of projects to structure the whole country and not only the
capital. To do so, it is necessary to establish links with longer term projects in all Haitian regions. 

Can be downloaded at: http://www.ciat.gouv.ht/download/cat.php?val=7_haiti+demain

Haïti demain: Objectifs et stratégies territoriales pour la reconstruction

COMITE INTERMINISTERIEL D’AMENAGEMENT DU TERRITOIRE

REPUBLIQUE D’HAITI, March 2010. 69 P.

The analysis of the Haitian context in this document gives actors involved in the reconstruction of Haiti and
project evaluators basic understanding of the operational situation in Haiti from January 2010 to April-May
2010. It can also be used as a reference document for evaluations as it establishes a common framework. 

Available at: http://www.alnap.org/pool/files/haiti-context-analysis-final.pdf  

Earthquake Response: Context Analysis

ALNAP; DAC NETWORK ON DEVELOPMENT EVALUATION; UNEG
July 2010. 53 P.

HARVEY, Paul; HAVER, Katherine

TAYLOR, Glyn; STODDARD, Abby

RENCORET, Nicole

In order to rebuild Haiti, geo-scientists, engineers, NGOs, political decision-makers and other agents of the
reconstruction must work together. As the country runs the risk of experiencing disasters similar to that of
12 January 2010, it is necessary to produce precise estimates of seismic risks and to identify the most effi-
cient construction methods and materials which are in keeping with earthquake resistant norms, in order to
establish the best reconstruction projects in the long term.

Rebuilding for resilience: How science and engineering can inform Haiti’s reconstruc-

tion: Strategies for achieving disaster reduction: Hyogo framework for action: risk re-

duction in recovery and reconstruction, ISDR. 17 P.

WAHLSTROM,

Margareta

This study report, commissioned by the French Ministry of Defence’s Strategic Affairs Directorate, aims to give
some guidance for more effective mobilization of institutional means (civil protection, armed forces, Red
Cross, UNDAC, NATO, specialist bureaus, etc.) and financial and human resources (including the accompa-
nying training policy) in order to improve disaster anticipation, planning and preparedness. 

Mapping of future unintentional risks: Examples of risk

and community vulnerability, 

GROUPE URD ; DAS, septembre 2010

Groupe URD and GPPI – who already worked together on the evaluation of the Cluster Approach – carried out
the inter-agency real-time evaluation (RTE) of the humanitarian response following the Haiti earthquake of
12 January 2010. This RTE is part of a broader initiative which consists of carrying out evaluations very ra-
pidly in order to understand the initial phases of the humanitarian response and establish an advisory ser-
vice for ongoing activities. Despite the impressive mobilization of the international community, the quality
of results has been affected a great deal by major constraints, linked to the size of the disaster, the uncon-
trollable flow of often inexperienced NGOs, lack of experience working in urban contexts and the weaknesses
of overall leadership. The RTE concludes that despite the significant mobilization of aid (in the form of staff,
funds, in kind aid and logistical support provided by the military) and the rapid setting up of the Cluster sys
tem, numerous opportunities to convert this into significant results were missed. (Author’s note) 

Available at: http://www.urd.org/IMG/pdf/Haiti-IASC_RTE_final_report_en.pdf

Haiti real-time evaluation: 3 months after the earthquake

GROUPE URD; GPPI, June 2010. 96 P.
BINDER, Andrea; GRUNEWALD, François

Georges Yvio (with the collaboration of)

GADREY, Jean ;  GRUNEWALD, François 

HETTRICH, Karine; MAURY, Hugues

RAILLON, Camille; RENAUDIN, Blanche

EVALUATIONS
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This dossier focuses on the round table “Haïti: sortir de la dépendance humanitaire?” organised on 2 De-
cember 2010 by Médecins du Monde and hosted by Luc Evrard. It includes the following articles: “Regards
d’Haïti, avis d’Haïtiens”, “L’impitoyable fatalité de la tragédie haïtienne ou la représentation collective du
séisme selon les médias”, “La gestion des adoptions internationales”, “Electriciens sans frontières : retour sur
dix mois de mobilisation”, “Les enseignements de la catastrophe” and  “Haïti : Tenez vos promesses”. 

Haïti : sortir de la dépendance humanitaire

REVUE HUMANITAIRE n°27, December 2010
BINDER, Andrea; GRUNEWALD, François

Georges Yvio (with the collaboration of)

UN peacekeeping missions in Afghanistan, Darfur, Haiti and elsewhere (almost twenty in total) have often fal-
len short of the hopes they had raised and their results have been mixed and contested. The United Nations
has been at the centre of conflict prevention and resolution strategies, having deployed hundreds of thou-
sands of Peacekeeping soldiers over the last two decades to maintain fragile peace and avoid the resumption
of conflict by means of observation and surveillance operations in areas where there is tension. But the ad-
vent of a multi-polar world marked by intra-state conflicts has rendered obsolete the notion of impartial UN
forces taking position between combatants with their accord. UN forces now have a much more active role,
which has led them to define and impose norms of peace. New concepts and methods have been developed
by different governments, such as the Canadian government, in order to guide its participation in running the
missions it is involved in. Are these missions more effective than the more “traditional” missions? Do they give
tangible results in the field? Has the UN’s capacity to act autonomously and independently been reduced?
These are the questions which the authors of this work attempt to answer, referring to lessons from Afgha-
nistan, Haiti and Darfur. (Publisher’s note) 

Afghanistan, Haïti, Darfour : Les missions de paix sont-elles encore possible?

FIDES, September 2010. 252 P. POINTS CHAUDS
DAVID, Charles-Philippe

The 2010 Haiti earthquake led to 230,000 deaths and considerable destruction and damage to the built en-
vironment and local geophysical changes. Recognizing that environmentally unwise relief and recovery de-
cisions would lead to further negative impacts on disaster survivors, USAID commissioned a Rapid
Environmental Impact Assessment (USAID REA) from 16 February to 5 March 2010. The USAID REA invol-
ved the collection and synthesis of information on relief and recovery operations, and from disaster survi-
vors in Port au Prince, rural earthquake-affected areas and destination areas for earthquake affected people.
The preliminary USAID REA results were circulated within USAID, to USAID contractors and grantees, to the
Shelter and CCCM Clusters in Haiti, to the Environment/Risk Reduction Working Group of the Post Disaster
Needs Assessment, UNEP, and to other organizations for comment.  
The assessment identified a range of major (life threatening) issues, and actions to address these issues.
These immediate actions and additional medium term issues need to be considered in planning and imple-
menting the shift from immediate relief operations to sustainable recovery. (Author’s summary)

Available at: http://www.chfinternational.org/files/PNADS052.pdf

Rapid environmental impact assessment : Haiti earthquake – 

January 12 – 2010

SMTN ; CHF ; USAID, 17 March 2010. 53 P.

KELLY, C (coordinated by)

SOLBERG, Scott (coordinated by)

On January 12, 2010 an earthquake measuring 7 on the Richter scale hit Haiti. The lack of information on the
food and socio-economic situation of the victims of this earthquake made it difficult to target them and im-
plement short and mid-term intervention strategies.  In light of this situation and given the information on
the deterioration of the food security situation, a decision was made with partners to undertake an assess-
ment of the food security situation in the most affected areas.  Thus the Coordination Nationale de la Sécu-
rité Alimentaire (CNSA) in collaboration with other partners (FAO, WFP, ACF, FEWS NET, OXFAM) organized
a field survey in the Port-au-Prince metropolitan area and the communes of Jacmel, Léogâne, Grand Goâve,
Petit Goâve and Gressier.  Focus groups were organized in rural settings and in some areas of concentrated
displaced people.

http://www.wfp.org/content/haiti-rapid-post-earthquake-emergency-food-security-assessment-march-2010

Haiti - Rapid Post-Earthquake Emergency Food Security Assessment

WFP, OXFAM, FAO, ACF, FEWNET, March 2010. 79 P.

THE INTERNATIONAL COMMUNITY AND HAITI
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Events
“Cities and Crises”, 26 April 2011, Paris

In partnership with the Mairie de Paris, Groupe URD is organising a conference on the theme of “Cities and
Crises” on 26 April, in the Hôtel de Ville, Paris. 
Details of the programme and information about registration will be made available soon. 

For any further information, please contact: Jeanne Taisson (jtaisson@urd.org)

Sigmah – a new humanitarian project management open source software 

A group of 10 French NGOs (Action Contre la Faim, Aide Médicale Internationale, le Comité d’Aide Médicale, le Co-
mité de Secours Internationaux, la Croix-Rouge française, Médecins du Monde, Première Urgence, Secours Isla-
mique français, Solidarités International and Triangle Génération Humanitaire), led by Groupe URD, are behind
the creation of Sigmah, open source information management software for humanitarian organisations.
This collaborative project is the result of an in-depth assessment of needs in relation to information management
which highlighted a common need to improve certain functionalities:
*  Keeping track of project progress and funding; 
*  Defining and monitoring indicators at different levels (project, country, region, institution); 
*  Centralising project documents; 
*  Improving schedule management and anticipation; 
*  Implementing a quality assurance approach, by defining criteria and critical points linked to projects. 

The launch of the Sigmah website is planned for the end of March. In the meantime, you can find out more about
it at http://www.sigmah.org/ and you can take part in tests of the software while it is being developed. 

Version 1 of the software will be launched in the second trimester of 2011. This project is funded by ECHO, Rhône-
Alpes Regional Council and the Catalan Agency for Development Cooperation.

Course "Evaluating the quality of humanitarian action" (Groupe URD headquarters, 4th to 8th April)

This training course is aimed at professionals from the aid sector currently in charge of projects and/or carrying
out evaluations (e.g. Heads of Programmes, Heads of Projects, Heads of Evaluation, Quality Managers, etc.).
Course content: 
*  Definition, objectives and different types of evaluation; 
*  Reference frameworks and evaluation criteria;  
*  Preparing an evaluation; 
*  Carrying out an evaluation; 
*  Using evaluation results; 
*  The quality of an evaluation; 
*  Data collection tools and techniques; 
*  Conclusion and course evaluation.

For more information: http://www.urd.org/spip.php?rubrique11
Contact : Pierre Brunet (pbrunet@urd.org)

Training course for Afghan employees working with French NGOs in Afghanistan, March 2011

Having carried out an assessment of training needs in Afghanistan, Groupe URD has developed three “a la carte”
modules. In order to implement this project, we have established a partnership with ACBAR, the Agency Coordi-
nating Body for Afghan Relief. The objective of this partnership is to develop ACBAR’s training capacity during the
project  to ensure the long-term sustainability of this training programme on humanitarian project management
for NGOs. 

Two training courses are planned during the first quarter of 2011: 

Module 1 - From data collection and analysis to report writing and decision-making: 6-10 March 2011
* Overall objective: To be able to collect data, to analyse it and make relevant decisions based on this data, at each

phase of the project cycle.
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* Keywords: data collection, participatory approaches, analysis skills, report-writing, decision-making, project
cycle phases.
Data collection and analysis are an essential part of humanitarian project management. They take place throughout
the project cycle: during the initial assessment, to understand the context and people’s needs; during the design
phase, to assess the feasibility of actions; while the project is being implemented, to monitor its progress; and du-
ring an evaluation, to assess effectiveness and appropriateness. They are essential to decision-making and lear-
ning (choice of intervention logic, project adjustments, recommendations, etc.).

Module 2. Project design: building an intervention logic: 13-17 March 2011
* Overall objective: To have a comprehensive understanding of the different components of humanitarian pro-

jects and to be able to play an active role in project design and proposal writing.
* Key words: Logical Framework Approach (LFA), workplan, indicators, proposal writing.

This training course has been developed to support aid actors in the important and complex process of designing
projects and writing good quality proposals. This training course therefore aims to develop the following skills;
analysing and summarising in order to understand a given context and its problems, developing an operational
strategy with a systematic and comprehensive approach to programming, and writing good quality project pro-
posals, according to donor requirements.

More information: http://www.urd.org/spip.php?article498
Contact : Domitille Kauffmann (dkauffmann@urd.org) 

World Water Day 2011 – Water for Cities: Responding to the Urban Challenge, 22 March

The objective of World Water Day 2011 is to focus international attention on the impact of rapid urban popula-
tion growth, industrialization and uncertainties caused by climate change, conflicts and natural disasters on urban
water systems. This year’s theme, Water for cities: responding to the urban challenge, aims to spotlight and en-
courage governments, organizations, communities, and individuals to actively engage in addressing the challenge
of urban water management. 

More information for this event http://www.unwater.org/worldwaterday/index_fr.html

For more information about all the World Water Days, by date and by theme, go to: http://www.journee-mon-
diale.com/plan.php

DIHAD 2011: new technologies, how these impact humanitarian and development operations, 28-30
March 2011, Dubai

The 2011 edition of DIHAD (the Dubai International Humanitarian Aid and Development Conference and Exhibi-
tion) will be held from 27 to 30 March 2011 in Dubai. This event has three main objectives: 
*  The transfer and sharing of knowledge through presentations, debate and dialogue; 
*  The showcasing of new trends in operational support and supply services related to the assistance domain; 
*  Networking among local, regional and global players.
The 2011 DIHAD conference and exhibition will explore how new technologies impact on humanitarian and de-
velopment operations. In particular, the conference will look at the manner in which new technologies are affec-
ting and changing the way humanitarian and development organizations collectively operate and, also, the extent
to which these changes are benefitting populations in need of assistance. 

More information : http://www.dihad.org/program.php

World conference of humanitarian studies, 2 - 5 June 2011, Boston 

The Second World Conference on Humanitarian Studies (WCHS), organized by the International Humanitarian Stu-
dies Association (IHSA) and hosted by Tufts University, Medford, USA (in collaboration with Harvard University,
Columbia University and the Social Science Research Council) will take place 2 - 5 June 2011.
Humanitarian crises and the responses they trigger are evolving rapidly. This conference looks at the opportuni-
ties and threats for addressing these crises, as well as at the strengths and weaknesses of the actual responses. The
conference provides a unique forum for both scholars and practitioners to present research and debate these is-
sues. In particular, the conference focuses on four broad themes: emerging from Protracted Crises, new Directions
in Policy, innovations in Humanitarian Practice and advances in Public Health and Food Security in Crises.

More information : http://www.humanitarianstudies2011.org/
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Tel :+33 (0)4 75 28 29 35 - Fax : +33 (0)4 75 28 65 44
http://www.urd.org/

Groupe URD (Urgence – Réhabilitation – Développe-

ment) is a non-profit research, evaluation and training
institute. Its main objective is to help improve humanita-
rian practices in favour of crisis-affected populations.
Following more than ten years of research into quality in
humanitarian action, it developed the Quality COMPAS
and the Dynamic COMPAS, a Quality Assurance
method specifically designed for humanitarian actors.

Further information: 
www.urd.org

www.compasqualite.org
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