
CRS’ Emergency Flooding Response in Benin 
 Projects SAVE & WASH: Saving Assets with Vouchers for 

Emergencies & Water And Sanitation for impacted Households 

In response to this natural disaster, CRS partnered with Caritas, Population Services International (PSI), and 
the Red Cross, with support from USAID, to organize four “humanitarian fairs” to meet the immediate needs 
of households in So-Ava most seriously affected by the floods. A humanitarian fair employs a voucher system, 
in which beneficiaries use vouchers equivalent to a specific amount of local currency to purchase essential 
food and nonfood items of their choice. This methodology of distribution was chosen because it provides 
beneficiaries a unique opportunity to choose the foods and goods they receive based upon their family’s 
individual wants and needs. Further, humanitarian fairs support the local economy by using local vendors to 
distribute local goods and by employing local boatmen to transport the beneficiaries.  The fairs were held 
between October 23 and 27, 2010 on the grounds of the mayor’s office and at the primary school of So-Ava, 
serving 2,110 households. Beneficiaries were identified by the chiefs of the participating villages in 
partnership with community based organizations already working with CRS on the Palu-Alafia Project, 
including the level of destruction of their home, loss of livestock, loss of income, if a member of the 
household was pregnant or handicapped, and whether or not members of the household evacuated the 
area.  

 Background 

CRS’ Emergency Response 

During the last two weeks of September, heavy rains 
resulted in flash flooding in northern Benin and 
widespread flooding in the southern departments of 
the country. As of October 13, 2010 the National 
Emergency Response Committee reported that 42 of 
the 77 counties, and 358,621 individuals in Benin, had 
been affected. 97,815 people were without shelter, 
95,000 people were displaced, 129,000 hectares of 
crops were flooded and 140,000 animals had perished. 
So-Ava is a county in southern Benin situated lagoon 
where the Ouémé River meets the ocean. The area 
floods annually during the rainy season, but water 
levels this year reached up to  four meters higher than 
normal. According to the Ministry of Interior, as a result 
of the flooding, 51,269 residents were homeless, 
48,181 livestock perished, and 1,997 hectares of 
cropland were destroyed. The floods impacted 
approximately 98% of the population, or 99,199 people. 
Marguerite Kouchika, a lifelong resident of Dekammey 
said, “These floods surpass anything I have ever seen.” 

A resident of So-Ava leaves the flooded health center after 
taking her child for treatment. (Photo by Jocelyn Farrington/CRS Benin) 



CRS’ humanitarian fairs were unique in that they 
incorporated three different forms of aid into one event. 
Beneficiaries first participated in a hygiene and sanitation 
demonstration. Animators from Caritas, Population Services, 
International (PSI), andthe Red Cross facilitated sessions 
during which participants learned how to properly filter, 
treat, and store water. Beneficiaries further learned about 
how and when to appropriately and effectively wash your 
hands. “With the information and materials I received today 
my kids won’t have to drink dirty water from the lake 
anymore and will be able to avoid getting sick,” said Koffi 
Hehount, a resident of Ganvie.  

 Hygiene and Sanitation Demonstrations 

 WASH Tickets 

After participating in the hygiene and sanitation 
demonstration, each participant received a 
WASH ticket, which served as a voucher to 
receive a kit containing all of the materials 
needed to effectively treat and store water for 
two or three months.  

 Registration 

In the week before the fair, each beneficiary 
received a beneficiary registration card and a 
transportation voucher to come to the fair in 
So-Ava. Local boatmen were employed to 
transport beneficiaries from their villages to 
the fairs. Upon arrival, beneficiaries 
presented their registration cards, signed or  
provided a finger print, and received a 
transportation voucher for their return trip.  
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 Voucher Fairs 

Beneficiaries proceeded to the humanitarian 
fair. Local vendors participated in the fairs, 
setting up a small market. Beneficiaries used 
their vouchers to buy a  variety of essential 
goods including corn, manioc, rice, oil, and 
soap. Volunteers monitored the fair to help 
beneficiaries and ensure that they received 
fair prices. “I have never seen a strategy of 
aid like this one, where I can choose to buy 
what I know my family likes and needs,” 
commented Ibrahim Hounkpe, a fisherman 
from Dekammey. 

 Distribution of Vouchers 

After their water sanitation and hygiene 
demonstration, each beneficiary received 
vouchers for 10,000 CFA, equivalent to 
approximately $20. The vouchers were divided 
up into smaller pieces of paper representing 
different quantities of small change.  CRS staff, 
Caritas, and Red Cross, volunteers explained to 
the beneficiaries how to use the vouchers to 
purchase goods at the fair.   

Voucher Redemption 

At the end of each day, the market 
vendors counted the vouchers they 
collected throughout the day. They 
then redeemed these vouchers for 
cash.  Supporting the local economy 
through the sale of local goods by 
community vendors is an advantage 
of the fair methodology. Over the 
four days, the humanitarian fairs 
pumped 21,115,900 FCFA, or 
$46,924, into the local economy.   

Photo Jocelyn Farrington/CRS Benin 

Photo by Sarah Binder for CRS 

Photo by Sarah Binder for CRS 



After purchasing their goods at the fair, 
beneficiaries used their WASH tickets to 
receive a water sanitation and hygiene kit. 
The kit contained all of the materials 
necessary to treat and purify water. Each kit 
contained three 20 liter plastic storage 
containers, a supply of alum (used to 
remove turbidity from water) fine cotton 
cloth used to remove floc from the alum 
treated water, a funnel, and aquatabs.  

WASH Kit Distribution  

 Beneficiary Satisfaction Surveys 

After receiving their WASH Kits, some 
beneficiaries voluntarily participated in 
beneficiary satisfaction surveys. In general, 
beneficiaries were extremely pleased with 
the humanitarian fairs. “I will never forget 
what [CRS] has done for me  and my family,” 
said Ahlonsi Agbete from the arrondisement 
of Ganvie.  
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 Odile’s Story 

Odile Koukin has lived in Lokpo, a small village in So-Ava, for her entire life. Every 
year her village floods during the rainy season, but the floods of September 2010 
surpassed anything Odile had ever seen. While normally the flooding comes little by 
little, this year a few days of extremely heavy rainfall flooded her house completely, 
destroying all of her family’s belongings and taking the lives of their goats and 
chickens. All of the main water sources in Lokpo were flooded, forcing her and her 
family to drink water straight from the lake. Many households left the village to 
stay with family and friends in neighboring dry communities and cities, but Odile 
had no choice but to stay on the lake, struggling with her husband to care for her 
10 children. While the water had started to recede by mid October, Odile continued 
to cope with the aftermath of the flooding. CRS’s humanitarian fairs provided her 
some reprieve. Odile commented, “Learning how to properly filter and treat my 
water will change the lives of me and my children. Now we can  stay healthy, even 
during such a difficult time.” 
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