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Employment offers hope and dignity amid disaster: 

TaiwanICDF and Mercy Corps support cash-for-work programs in Haiti 

 

Behind the physical damage caused by the Haiti earthquake on January 12, there is the wider 

catastrophe. For every house destroyed, there is a family struggling to respond, homeless and often 

without hope. For every road rendered impassable, there is a relief organization struggling to get help 

to those who need it most. 

Jesula St. Louis and her family are now living in a temporary camp on grounds of the Ecole Nationale 

de Frères. When the earthquake struck, Jesula was out on the street, making her living selling small 

foodstuffs to her neighbors. Her stock was destroyed and her house partially collapsed. Fortunately, 

Jesula, her husband and her four children all survived the earthquake with only minor injuries. 

Before the earthquake, Leniuese Pierre-Louis had a small business selling shoes near the airport. The 

earthquake destroyed her stock and her home. She is now living with her husband and four children at 

a temporary camp in a neighborhood called Impasse Corail in Petionville. 

Helping Jesula, Leniuese and other ordinary citizens to recover their losses and return to some 

semblance of normality is the biggest and most important challenge for the TaiwanICDF and its 

partners in Haiti. This is why, within 24 hours of the disaster, the TaiwanICDF released US$116,000 to 

Mercy Corps from the organizations’ joint Humanitarian Cooperation Fund, in order to support a series 

of cash-for-work programs. Created under a matching, dollar-for-dollar structure, the Fund is one 

element of the long-term partnership between the two organizations, and was established specifically 

to respond to the kind of humanitarian disaster now unfolding in Haiti. 

“Cash-for-work” means paying members of the local community to work on the recovery effort — in 

this case, by clearing away the rubble left following the collapse of thousands of homes, businesses 

and public institutions; and by repairing Haiti's shattered infrastructure. 

Getting local people involved in the recovery effort and paying them a wage to do it has several 

advantages. 



 

Removing debris is the first, essential step on the long path to recovery. Many roads are still blocked, 

while routes that are open are barely passable and heavily congested, making it difficult for 

humanitarian organizations to reach those who need the most help. The medium- to long-term 

response cannot truly begin until the initial damage has been put right. 

Getting cash to local people will also help to keep the economy afloat. Participants in the cash-for-

work programs are free to save and spend their wage as they see fit. The programs will therefore have 

a positive impact on the wider community by supporting the small, family run businesses that form the 

lifeblood of Haiti’s informal economy. 

But perhaps most importantly, cash-for-work programs are not simply “charity.” They offer survivors 

the dignity of being able to support themselves and their families during a time of great crisis. 

Survivors say that when almost everything around them is lost or destroyed, it is a great comfort to be 

playing a meaningful and active role in helping Haiti find its feet again. 

TaiwanICDF funding is supporting cash-for-work programs at three sites along Route du Frères near 

Petionville, a sprawling suburb to the southeast of Haiti's capital, Port-au-Prince. The programs are 

being coordinated by Mercy Corps, a long-term partner of the TaiwanICDF, and an organization with 

many years’ experience in dealing with humanitarian crises around the world. 

At the first site, 80 workers are supporting around 500 family members. This group started work on 

February 1, and has already received one payment. The second payment will be made in the next few 

days, and the third and final payment in the next week. 

At the second site, 120 workers are receiving cash to support over 600 family members; while at the 

third site, some 235 workers are supporting well over 1,000 people. A further program for 520 workers 

is due to start within the next few days. 

Each of these sites is a spontaneous camp that sprang up wherever open space was available. 

Families have pitched tents or, more often, built makeshift shelters from scrap wood and plastic 

sheeting. Conditions are often unsanitary and water is in short supply. The cash received by workers 

should go some way toward alleviating the problems that they and their families are facing, and offer 

some much-needed hope to disaster-stricken communities. 

The TaiwanICDF is the dedicated international development organization representing the 

government of the Republic of China (Taiwan). The organization supports long-term, sustainable 

development in its partner countries by offering assistance in four core areas: lending and investment, 

technical cooperation, human resource development, and humanitarian assistance. 



 

Photo: 
Participants in a cash-for-work program clear away rubble left by the earthquake on January 12, 
supported by joint funding from the TaiwanICDF and Mercy Corps. 
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