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Case Study: Start Fund Alert 158 
TIMOR-LESTE: ANTICIPATION OF DROUGHT 2017

CARE, Timor Leste, seed distribution 
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The diagram below explains the process for Start Fund anticipation alert cycles. This case study looks at how the process 
looked in practice, in Timor-Leste in summer 2017.

1. CRISIS ANTICIPATION 
Responding to signals of a looming 

crisis, alerts can be raised to 
minimise its impact

6. EVALUATION & 
LEARNING
Agencies report 15 days after project 
ends. All projects are peer-reviewed 
to identify actionable learning

2. ALERT
Any member agency can 

raise an alert for a new crisis 
by submitting an alert note

5. IMPLEMENTATION
Projects begin implementation 
within 7 days and finish in  
45 days

3. ALLOCATION
An allocation decision is made 

on whether to activate the 
Fund and the amount

4. PROJECT SELECTION
Project proposals are chosen using 
peer-review by a local Project Se-
lection Committee where possible

The anticipation alert cycle
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Context 

Alert 158 for Timor-Leste was submitted in May 2017, in anticipation of a potential 
drought from November 2017. Timor-Leste had suffered a severe El Nino in 2015-
2016, so a second drought would have been detrimental. Five agencies responded; 
four through a food and seed distribution and one through an early warning 
systems analysis, and some drought preparedness activities with local partners. 
In September 2017, a survey of seed and food recipients took place alongside 
interviews with implementing partners, which forms the basis of this case study.

Key reflections
CATHOLIC RELIEF 
SERVICES
Bacau, Viqueque, 
Lautem

WORLD VISION
Bacau

OXFAM
Díli, Oecussi-Ambeno, 
Cova-Lima

PLAN 
INTERNATIONAL
Lautem

CARE 
INTERNATIONAL
Viqueque

TIMOR-LESTE

APRIL 2016
El Niño response 
begins, six months 
after the first sign 
that rains would 
be inadequate

NOVEMBER 2016
Onset of rains is 
inadequate for 
the second year 
running

MARCH 28 2017
A new forecast 
is released by 
UNOCHA predicting 
70% likelihood of a 
second El Niño.

MAY 2
Start Fund is 
alerted on the 
basis forecast, 
six months 
before the annual 
rains which 
the forecasted 
drought would 
have impacted.

JUNE 
Anticipatory project 
activities begin, six 
months ahead of 
onset of rains.

2015 APR MAY NOVJUNMARNOV MAY

AUTUMN 2015 
Severe El Nino 
conditions begin 
to manifest in 
Timor-Leste. 
Start Network 
members 
describe annual 
November–April 
rains as reduced 
and delayed.

MARCH 2016 
Emergency 
assessment 
shows that up to 
120,000 people 
were affected by 
drought as a result 
of El Niño

MAR

ALERT MAY 2 

ALLOCATION MAY 3

PROJECT SELECTION MAY 10

ACTIVATION 
TIME

8 days

FUNDS 
SPENT

184,696

PEOPLE 
REACHED

PLANNED
REACH

ESTIMATED # 
OF AFFECTED 
INDIVIDUALS

37,236 42,549 120,000

Timor Leste: May 11 - June 25 2017 

1. The short window of time for proposal 
development and implementation 
negatively impacted the quality of 
projects. One informant reflected that a 
longer period for proposal development 
could have resulted in more innovative 
activities. Others reflected that the short 
period of time for implementation was 
a key factor in the decision to carry out 
a single distribution, instead of a more 
multi-faceted approach.

2. The Anticipation Window triggered 
significantly earlier that other drought 
response mechanisms in Timor-Leste. 
Some activities were not well timed 
in relation to the participant farmers 
seasonal calendars though. While earlier 
response can be better, activities should 
be planned to correspond with evolving 
risks and opportunities. 

3. The response raised questions about 
quality assurance mechanisms in place 
among Start members and the Start Teams 
responsibility for these.  

PREDICTED 
EMERGENCY 
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Raising the Alert  

Triggering early action

Alert 158 for anticipation of drought in Timor-Leste was submitted on May 
2nd 2017, after Start members in country learned of a 70% likelihood of the 
return of El Nino conditions in the second half of 2017. Timor-Leste had already 
experienced a severe El Nino event in 2015-2016. This impacted agriculture, 
livestock, food and nutrition security of up to 120,000 people, according to 
an assessment carried out by Start Network members in partnership with 
the Government in February 2016. Agencies reported that communities 
had not yet recovered from the impact of El Nino. This was substantiated 
by an inter-agency assessment carried out from May 29th 2017.  As such, 
the forecast of a second El Nino, which was provided by UNOCHA, caused 
significant concern. Adding to this, elections scheduled for July 2017, giving 
high likelihood that political distractions could reduce Government capacity 
to respond.

Two member agencies also highlighted that funding for the previous El Nino 
response had ended as the alert was launched and this significantly influenced 
the timing. This was a key factor in the decision to act, it would not otherwise 
have been possible to maintain a presence within the communities.  

Enablers for early action

The coordination and logistics required for this alert were enabled by the 
close collaboration established through the initial Australian funded El Nino 

response, in which four of the five agencies participated. This Consortium 
project ran from April 2016 to February 2017, incorporating water, agriculture 
and disaster risk reduction activities. 

Timing

The El Nino response ran from April 2016 – February 2017. The first rains 
failed from November 2015; agencies were first aware of drought related 
issues in around January 2016. The response began four months later in April 
2016. The Anticipation Window was six months in advance of anticipated 
failed rains.

While triggering earlier was encouraging, not all activities were well timed 
in terms of the seasonal calendar. For example, some staple seeds were 
distributed on the assumption that farmers would have been able to store 
these effectively, for six months until planting season. Distributing just 
before the onset of rains would have been later but more useful for project 
participants, who uniformly fed this back. That said, timing worked differently 
across the project areas due to the impact of micro-climates across the area. 
One project area benefited from a smaller location-specific wet season in 
May and planted slightly more successfully.

The timing of anticipation alerts should consider how risks and opportunities 
are evolving on the ground. 
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Triggering early action

£200,000 was allocated to the alert by the Start Fund Team, after 24 out of 25 
members surveyed recommended activating the fund. 

FOREWARN input

FOREWARN members advised that El Nino forecasts released so far in advance 
are not reliable, however decision makers activated the alert. Two key factors 
influenced this, first elections were scheduled for July, giving a high likelihood the 
Government may not be sufficiently organized to respond to drought. Second, a 
short rainy season in May was incorporated into the alert note before the predicted 
failed rain in November. This suggested a potential last opportunity for a small 
harvest before the onset of another long dry spell. It transpired that this second 
rainy season was experienced by only one out of the four eventual intervention 
areas, giving it disproportionate influence over the outcome of the decision.

Two FOREWARN members highlighted that the alert was more focused on seeking 
to address the effects of the previous drought, than mitigate future drought risk. 
This was eventually reflected in the chosen activities and by some member’s 
rationalization of their project design. While the needs were evident, anticipatory 
activities should focus on analysing and reducing evolving risks.

Decision making
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World Vision, seed and rice 
distribution, Bacau
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The graphic shows close coordination between the five agencies, with four choosing 
a food and seed distribution in neighboring districts. The agencies who implemented 
the food and seed distribution reflected that this had been a group decision, made in 
advance of the project selection committee. One agency considered a cash response, but 
opted for maize and seeds due to very limited market activity in the intervention areas 
and the poor quality of seeds available in the market.

Oxfam’s focus on partners and early warning systems took a different approach, focusing 
on developing local and national capacities for monitoring and responding to drought. 
They carried out learning and planning workshops with partner organizations, looking 
at previous successful drought mitigation activities and identifying actions to take if a 
further drought occurred.

Collaboration here enabled geographic coordination between the four agencies 
undertaking the seed distribution, preventing duplication. Agencies also coordinated on 
the procurement of vegetables seeds, meaning all agencies were able to access quality 
assured vegetable seeds and the economies of scale associated with a larger order. While 
the benefits of this are clear, one interviewee reflected that this collaboration potentially 
limited the opportunity for the project selection committee to play their intended critical 
analysis role. They pointed out that this stifled the potential for diverse proposals or new 
approaches emerging, which the Anticipation Window aims to stimulate. 

Project Selection & Design 

Choosing activities 
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Project Selection 

Distribution of rice and 
vegetable seeds to 1,154 
households in Viqueque

£197.5K

1. Distribution of maize and 
vegetable seeds to 2,035 
households in Lautem

2. Renovation of two community 
water systems

3. DRR messaging to all 
households targeted

1. Distribution of 50kg of rice and four seed 
varieties to 1171 households in Baucau 

2. DRR messaging to all households 
targeted

£49k

1. Partner drought contingency 
planning workshops

2. Commissioning of early 
warning systems analysis

1. Distribution of food and seed 
for vouchers for 1,624 households 
2. Training on Nutritionand 
vegetable gardening 

£43k

£40k

£40k
£25.5k

* Please note the figures above have 
been rounded to the nearest 0.5k. 
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The five projects were implemented as per their original plans, during which time 
the likelihood of El Nino fortunately diminished significantly. Agencies did not 
report continuing to use forecasting or risk data throughout their programmes, 
although the scope for project adaptation using forecasts was limited given the 
choice of activities. 

Complementary investments 

Two agencies leveraged additional internal and external funds to take the Start 
Fund work forward. Following the successful development of partner’s drought 
contingency plans, Oxfam invested a further £32,000, or £5,300 per partner to 
fund their implementation. Oxfam also leveraged an additional $50,000 AUD 
through the Australian Humanitarian Partnership enabling the recommendations 
from the initial early warning systems analysis to be taken forward. Catholic Relief 
Services invested additional funds to carry out a follow up survey to understand 
the impact of their seed and food distribution, which required around an extra 
three months in addition to the 45 day implementation period. 

Impact on communities  

In September 2017, data was gathered through a representative survey to 
ascertain the success of the seed distribution and harvest. The survey focused on 
the Plan, CARE International and World Vision intervention areas, while Catholic 
Relief Service a carried out a survey independently in their intervention area. The 
survey targeted 286 respondents through a two stage cluster sampling approach. 
This was funded through the Start Fund 1% Members learning budget. 

Key questions were around how the seeds had been used and why, the results 
of the harvest, alongside drought related issues currently faced by communities. 
The full report can be found here. The results provided significant learning. Key 
findings were as follows:

• Overall, the results demonstrated that the food and seed distribution had an 
inconsistent impact on communities across the three districts

• A major, previously unidentified, programme quality issue was identified in 
one intervention area. An investigation revealed that the seeds had been 
infested with weevils which meant they did not grow. Community members 
reported reflecting this back during the distribution and having received a 
poor response. A follow -up distribution has since taken place and processes 
reviewed, to address this issue.

• Due to the issue with the seeds in one district and the fact that seeds for 
eating not planting were distributed in another, it was not possible to gather 
representative data on the results of the staple seed harvest. Interviewees 
who had planted their vegetable seeds were asked how their harvest had 
been and responded as follows. 

Project Implementation & Impact 
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Good practice in focus

Early warning system analysis: As part of their anticipation project, 
Oxfam invested in an drought early warning system analysis. They 
commissioned consultants who interviewed stakeholders from across 
the Timor-Leste Government, Start Network, UN agencies and Red 
Cross. Available forecasting information and its use was also analysed. 
This generated recommendations for building a drought early warning 
system for Timor-Leste. This was a ‘no-regrets’ action, the analysis was 
still useful even though the forecasted drought did not occur. It has had 
an impact beyond the 45 day implementation window as additional 
funds were mobilised to take forward some of the recommendations. 

https://start-network.box.com/s/t72lfiy6q5itnfe5v5aeawtixjyvg2wl
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• The results raised questions about the timing of the staple seed distribution. 

Communities in one district were given staple seeds six months from planting 
season and uniformly reported that the distribution was poorly timed.

• Overall, the results raised questions about the efficacy of seed distributions 
as a drought mitigation measure, when not integrated with other related 
approaches. This learning is strongly echoed by wider learning in the sector 
(see Hedlund. K & Knox Clarke, P, 2011). Following this distribution, 67% of 
participants reported planting their vegetable seeds. The following three 
graphs provide different perspectives showing why seeds alone are a reliable 
way to achieve impact in drought mitigation.

The graph shows the different factors which influenced whether farmers initially 
chose to plant their seeds. It shows that multiple factors influence their decisions 
and that this varied significantly between districts. The graph below shows the 
different risks which determine whether or not the seeds grow; again these are 
diverse.

The above graph shows communities continued to face a range of drought related 
issues after the project had ended. ‘MAF Assessment’ refers to an inter-agency 
assessment which took place in May 2017; the assessment covered a wider area 
but included the three districts where the survey took place. It demonstrates 
that drought is multidimensional and has impacts beyond food and agriculture; 
interventions should reflect this complexity. The staple inputs provided by agencies 
were estimated to feed a family of six for around one month and a half, meaning 
the benefits would be unlikely to be sustained into the next drought period which 
would become apparent from a poor onset of rains in November 2017.
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If you planted the seeds and they did not 
grow, what do you think the reason was?

If you did not plant most of the seeds, why not?

How was your vegetable harvest? 
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Are you currently experiencing any drought 
related problems?

This fed into an El Nino Learning workshop held in October 2017, 
which brought together Government, UN, donors and NGO partners. 
It resulted in an agreement to establish national level drought 
contingency plan and early warning system. The Start Funded Early 
Warning System Analysis was presented by Oxfam to inform this 
discussion. 

• CARE International carried out a ‘Joint Analysis and Action’ process 
with Government and community stakeholders in four districts of 
Timor-Leste. Identifying priorities and recommendations for future 
droughts alongside clarifying the responsibilities different stakeholder 
hold regarding future drought events. This was complementary to the 
drought planning work Oxfam carried out with their partners.

Learning from this alert was applied in the planning for a new five-year 
emergency preparedness and disaster risk reduction programme, funded 
by the Australian Department for Foreign Affairs and Trade in which four 
of the five implementing agencies are participating. 

Findings from the CRS project area

CRS combined the vegetable seed distribution with training on kitchen 
gardens. This sought to ensure that farmers were confident planting their 
vegetables. It also helped commuinty membersprotect their vegetable 
gardens from roaming animals; the training covered the creation of fences 
from readily available natural materials. 

Their survey found that 98% of respondents had planted gardens. Of 
these, 92% had planted two or more vegetable varieties. A little under 78% 
of these community members reported that their vegetable harvest was 
sufficient for consumption. By integrating the distribution with training 
activities CRS helped farmers address some of the risks which occurred in 
other project sites, for example harvest being eaten by animals.

This graph shows that communities continued to face drought related issues after 
projects had ended in the survey areas, which in some cases had worsened. Despite 
the ongoing risks posed by drought, community members did report
accessing some goods and services they would not otherwise have done. The
data reflected increased food portions, education, health and household items as
priorities

Impact on members & their partners 

This Alert demonstrates how working through the anticipation window can 
facilitate learning about drought mitigation and response for Start members. 
This provided a variety of learning opportunities which could enhance the 
anticipation and management of drought in Timor-Leste:

• The seed distribution and subsequent survey provided significant learning 
around the risks related to seed distributions and the additional supporting 
measures required to ensure their success. 
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For the Anticipation Window 

• The Start Network seeks to facilitate peer to peer critical analysis of projects 
through the project select committee. Obvious project design issues 
occurred, raising questions about the effectiveness of this process. The idea 
of commissioning neutral, ‘as local as possible’ technical advice was strongly 
endorsed by one interviewee to address this, as was the idea of improved 
briefings for project selection committee chairs to enhance their confidence 
in picking up programme design issues.

• The short proposal development window and 45-day implementation period 
were repeatedly cited as a key driver in the decision to carry out the seed 
distribution, without additional support to ensure the seeds grew well, for 
example in relation to water or pesticide. The Anticipation Window offers 
flexibility for proposal development and implementation periods; deliberate 
discussions should be held with members to ensure the prescribed timelines 
do not affect programme quality. 

• The failure of project quality assurance mechanisms in one intervention area 
significantly limited the impact of this alert. The fact that this was not identified 
before the survey is concerning, showing the risks of sub-contracting partners 
to distribute goods with no accompaniment. While Start Network members 
hold the responsibility for the quality of their programmes, this incident re-
affirmed the need for consistent and robust quality assurance mechanisms 
within the Start Fund.

• Projects funded under this alert were completed in time due to pre-existing 
coordination mechanisms, logistics and relationships with local stakeholders, 
such as partner organizations and seed suppliers. It is highly likely that these 
conditions will be a requirement for successful anticipatory projects; this 
should be considered during allocation and project selection.

• In terms of weighing up whether to act early or not, in this alert, the gap in 
funding was as significant as the forecasted drought in prompting the alert. 
The Start Team should continue to probe the factors which influence whether 
agencies choose to act early and support pre-planning where possible, to 
support members to trigger action with high quality forecasts with good 
timing.

• Two of the five agencies chose to invest further resources, one to fund partner 
drought contingency plans and one to carry out monitoring to understand 
the impact of their work. This demonstrates the validity of the Start Fund 
positioning as a rapid mechanism, intended to help leverage additional funds.

Key learning points & 
consideration for future projects
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For anticipation of drought alerts

• The results of the survey showed the many risks which limit the impact of seed 
distributions, for example, pests, lack of water, poor quality or inappropriate 
seeds. If seed distributions are chosen as an approach for drought mitigation, 
it is critical to understand and address these risks. These are likely to vary 
significantly geographically and programing should account for this where 
possible.  Project results in one area showed that by adding a training 
component, risks  result from community knowledge can be addressed.

• Staple seeds must be distributed in accordance with seasonal planting 
calendars to enable communities to plant successfully.

• Detailed situational analysis which provide granular information about the 
istuation in different geographic areas is key to ensuring projects are targeted 
appropriately.

• Early warning systems analysis and capacity development form parts of 
longer term strategies, but can benefit from timely investment, when a specific 
forecast is identified. These activities have the addedbenefit of having longer 
term impact, meaning they add value even if a specific forecast does not come 
to fruition. 

• Previous assessments within Timor-Leste and the survey carried out through 
the Start Fund 1% Learning budget clearly showed that the issues caused by 
drought are multi-dimensional and reach beyond food and agriculture. Access 
to water being a key concern. As such, where possible, drought mitigation 
should seek to integrate approaches to account for this complexity.

• Qualitative reflections were gathered from community members during 
the survey process. This yielded many clear recommendations in relation 
to improving the impact of seed distributions and mitigating drought risk; 
community members perspectives should be integrated into project planning 
where possible and their expertise recognized.
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Key learning points & 
consideration for future projects
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THE START FUND IS SUPPORTED BY THE FOLLOWING DONORS: THE START FUND PARTNERS: 
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