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Editorial 

In the first semester of 2013, Groupe URD’s Observatory 
has been involved in different studies and evaluations to 
help move thinking forward on issues facing Haitian 
institutions and humanitarian and development 
organisations. This edition of the Observatory Newsletter 
presents the subjects that Groupe URD has been working 
on recently. One of these is a study on security and 
humanitarian aid following the publication of an article in a 
previous Newsletter. Due to the numerous responses we 
received, we decided to conduct a study to explore this 
theme in greater depth. The study is currently underway 

and should end in September. 

As organisations prepare for the approaching cyclone season it seemed appropriate to look back at 
some of the lessons learned from previous crises with the aim of achieving emergency responses 
which are better integrated into different contexts. 

And finally, we present a brief review of the Observatory’s activities in 2012. 

 

Contact in Port-au-Prince: Caroline Broudic - cbroudic@urd.org  -Tel: +509 3170 7570 / 
Website: www.urd.org/haiti  
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Haiti Observatory News 
 

• Study of socio-cultural factors in WASH programmes 
The Groupe URD Observatory has been commissioned by the International Federation of the Red Cross 
(IFRC) to develop a social-cultural evaluation tool for Water, Sanitatiion and Hygiene programmes. A 
number of evaluations of programmes implemented since the earthquake have highlighted problems 
between programme content and social and cultural influences, whether these are related to religious 
beliefs, social relations, the economic situation of households or specific cultural features. The cholera 
epidemic, for example, revealed a certain number of beliefs, often with a strong mystical content, about 
water and hygiene. There have also been many cases in recent years which have shown the difficulty for 
communities to establish ownership of infrastructure once external assistance has withdrawn. This issue is 
closely related to socio-anthropological aspects. Improving understanding of the socio-cultural issues 
behind relations to water, sanitation and hygiene will make it easier to understand how to interact with 
communities and to design more suitable projects in this area. The study is due to last for two months, from 
June to August, 2013. 
 

• Study of cash-based approaches in urban environment s 
The Groupe URD Observatory has been asked by the British Red Cross to conduct a study of lessons 
learned in livelihoods and economic recovery programmes in urban environments. Cash transfer 
programmes were implemented on a large scale in the area affected by the earthquake of 12 January 
2010. The implementation of these programmes in urban environments raises a certain number of 
questions in terms of the appropriateness of evaluation tools, targeting and operational methods. The 
current study aims to analyse the specific characteristics of this type of operation in urban environments 
and its principal challenges and opportunities. The study will last around 1 month, beginning in July 2013. 
 

• Monitoring and Evaluation of WFP Cash for Assets pr ogrammes 
The WFP has been running Cash for Assets programmes to counter the food insecurity caused by the 
drought of spring 2012 and the passage of cyclones Isaac and Sandy. The main objective of these 
programmes is to improve the food and economic security of rural communities affected by these 
successive shocks. The Groupe URD Observatory has been providing support for the monitoring and 
evaluation of the programmes since March 2013. The support involves reinforcing the monitoring system 
and conducting the mid-term evaluation and the final evaluation. This project is due to last five months, 
from March to August 2013. 
 

• Fondation de France “Reconstruction in Haiti” confe rences 
The Fondation de France has funded around twenty (re)construction programmes since the earthquake. A 
document based on two conferences (held in Haiti in October 2012 and in France in December 2012) 
summarises the main lessons learned at the different stages of the project: “The challenges of building 
reconstruction: from the post-emergency phase to sustainable development"1. This document is available 
online on the Fondation de France website: (http://www.fondationdefrance.org/Media/PDF/Solidarite-Haiti-
synthese-Les-enjeux-de-la-reconstruction-des-batiments).  
 

                                                           
1 Summary of the “Reconstruction in Haiti” conferences 
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Lessons learned 
 

 

• Cyclones and LRRD 
 
Caroline Broudic, June 2013 
 
Today, June 1 st, is the official start of the 
cyclone season in Haiti, and in other countries 
in the Caribbean, and it will end on 30 
November. It is a season which traditionally 
brings its share of disasters, such as flooding, 
violent wind, landslides, mudslides and even 
tidal waves in coastal regions… with a heavy 
price to pay in terms of loss of life and 
material goods and damage to the 
environment. For 2013, the experts have 
forecast 18 cyclones, 9 of which could 
transform themselves into hurricanes. 2 
 
With the cyclone season upon us, we felt it could 
be useful to revise certain lessons regarding food 
security from the responses to disasters which hit 
the country in recent years.  
 
1. The issue 

More than fifteen cyclones and cyclonic storms 
have affected a variety of regions of the country, 
and particularly the southern peninsula, in the last 
fifty years. Recent events have confirmed this 
vulnerability to meteorological hazards. Though 
the frequency and intensity of cyclones in Haiti 
are sometimes attributed to climate change, the 
connection is still the object of debate amongst 
scientists and is not yet proven: “the data 
available in Haiti and the correlations with 
neighbouring countries and islands show that 
there has not been any major change in trends 
in terms of rain distribution since the 
beginning of the 20 th century over and above 
the sinusoidal tendencies within the limits of 
climatic variability controlled by the synoptic 
systems for regional circulation. To date, the 
influence of climate change is not detectable 
in terms of the available data ”3. Several studies 

                                                           
2
 Message from the Ministry of the Interior and Territorial 

Authorities, David Basile, to mark the beggining of the 
cyclone season. 1st June 2013 

3
 Haitian government, Analysis of multiple natural threats in 

Haiti, 2010 

have shown, however, that rural and urban 
communities are increasingly vulnerable to 
climatic hazards due to the deterioration of the 
environment and the pauperisation of 
communities. 
 
A damaged environment 
It has been widely proven that man-made causes 
have contributed to the successive natural 
disasters by increasing the effects of climatic 
hazards: The extension of towns and cities into 
potentially floodable areas which had previously 
been natural floodplains explains to a great extent 
the transformation from a natural risk to a human 
disaster4. The consequences of this uncontrolled 
urban development are made worse by prior 
massive deforestation which leads to an increase 
in surface runoff: Each year, Haiti loses the 
equivalent of 20000 tons of arable land due to 
massive deforestation5. Though the cutting of 
timber to produce charcoal is often criticized as a 
major cause of deforestation, the extension of 
cultivated land is probably even more destructive: 
“Each year, the extension of the land area used 
for cultivation, which is necessary for people’s 
survival, exposes a larger and larger area to the 
effect of the rain. This is probably one of the 
major causes of the increase in surface run-off 
and the frequency of plains flooding, perhaps 
even more important than the increase in wood 
being cut down to make charcoal which is often 
evoked”6. And yet, according to the Ministry for 
Agriculture, Natural Resources and Rural 
Development (MARNDR), more than half of the 
land in the country is unfit for hoed crops (slopes 
> 40%).  

                                                           
4
 George Eddy Lucien, Considération sur la saison 

cyclonique dévastatrice de septembre 2008 en Haïti : de 
l’importance des actions majeures dans une perspective de 
durabilité, December 2010, Etudes caribéennes. Translated 
from French. 
5
 GE Lucien, ibid 

6
 Alex Bellande, Impact socioéconomique de la dégradation 

des terres en Haïti et interventions pour la réhabilitation du 
milieu cultivé, CEPAL 2009. Translated from French. 
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Illegal trade in wood with the Dominican Republic, 
which is not mentioned as often, is nevertheless a 
major cause in certain regions which are very 
exposed to cyclones (e.g. Sud-Est département).  
 
 
2. What analytical frameworks are used in 

Haiti to measure the impact of a crisis on 
food security and are they suitable? 

 
According to the data of the Coordination 
Nationale de la Sécurité Alimentaire (CNSA), 1,3 
million people were in a state of food insecurity in 
the spring of 2013. These estimates are based on 
surveys carried out in the regions which were 
affected by climatic hazards (drought and/or 
tropical storms) in 2012. The mechanisms for 
coordinating and evaluating the damage done by 
the cyclones have been significantly improved 
within Haitian institutions (DPC, CNSA)7. They 
make it possible to rapidly map the most severely 
affected areas and therefore orient political 
decisions. The consequences of these surveys 
are therefore enormous as they influence the 
scale of the response, the choice of areas and 
people/households to be targeted by programmes 
and even the nature of the programmes 
themselves. The methods used in Haiti to 
evaluate people’s level of vulnerability often use a 
household approach, focusing on issues of 
availability and accessibility of food products but 
rarely addressing questions of socio-cultural 
environment, economics, agro-ecology or 
institutions. They therefore do not help to 
understand the interdependence and dynamics 
which exist. And yet, the structural causes of food 
insecurity are deeply rooted in power relations 
and relations of domination which are social, 
economic and cultural. In contrast, social and 
                                                           
7
 A Work Group on Food and Nutritional Security (GTSAN) 

including public institutions, United Nations agencies, 
donors and NGOs was created a year ago. 

mutual assistance help to alleviate the 
consequences of natural disasters.  
 
However, reconciling rapid diagnosis and in-depth 
analysis of the context is a problem which is far 
from being specific to Haiti, but the recurring 
crises here mean that links need to be 
strengthened to avoid systematic and 
standardised responses. By very quickly 
establishing a picture of the household food 
situation in affected areas, these surveys are 
essential. But they are not enough. They need to 
be complemented by other levels of analysis. 
Indeed, systematic emergency responses can be 
disruptive if they are not part of a wider 
development policy. There are several analytical 
frameworks in Haiti on different levels, but there is 
no articulation between these. Possible 
interactions should be looked into and a model 
which can reconcile emergency and development 
operations more effectively should be 
established. This could establish links between, 
for example, the assessments carried out by the 
CNSA (at the central level and via its 
Observatories), Plans Communaux de 
Développement (Communal Development Plans) 
carried out at the level of communes, studies by 
the MARNDR or those by the Direction de la 
Protection Civile (DPC).  
 
Can Plans Communaux de Développement 
(PCDs) be used as a reference framework for 
strategic guidance for emergency operations? 
 
By providing a snapshot of a commune, PCDs 
can be extremely useful to establish an 
assessment of the consequences of an 
“exceptional” hazard like a cyclone. They provide 
reference data about the situation before the 
disaster, which is often lacking : “…monitoring 
and evaluation mechanisms at the communal 
level do not currently guarantee the reliability of 
data analysed by this governmental institution, as 
was the case after the passage of cyclone Sandy. 
For example, in terms of the losses incurred in 
certain fishing communities, the figures given for 
seines lost were completely unreliable as this was 
higher than the number of fishermen able to use 
them”8. For example, the ile de la Tortue PCD9, 
indicates the number of boats working in the 
commune. This basic data reduces the risk that 
damage will be exaggerated. 
                                                           
8
 CLIO Position Paper, Prévenir une crise alimentaire 

imminente en Haïti, May 2013. 
9
 Ile de la Tortue Communal Development Plan 2013-2016, 

March 2013 
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They also guarantee improved contextualisation 
of surveys carried out in emergency situations by 
the DPC, the CNSA and other non-institutional 
actors. Physical, economic, demographic and 
institutional characteristics should make it 
possible to increase the prism of the affected area 
to the level of the commune and therefore 
improve the integration of the operation into a 
territorial planning approach. Thus, it would be 
quite possible to integrate the emergency 
response into the strategic orientations defined as 
part of the PCD, which would make it possible to 
reconcile short-term and development operations 
and guarantee the participation of the population, 
at least in the design phase10. 
 
In addition, it would be possible to involve both 
CDCs (Conseil de Développment Communal)11 
and CDSCs (Conseil de Développement des 
Sections Communales) for both the initial 
assessment and for programming. They could 
check that emergency operations are relevant 
and promote greater coherence with priority areas 
established collectively. Lastly, and perhaps most 
importantly, this would make it possible to involve 
local authorities in emergency responses, which 
is far from systematic at the moment.  
 
 
3. Responses which are often systematic and 

standardised 
 
The example of input distribution. 
 
For a number of years, input distribution has been 
systematic and generalised in Haiti in response to 
each event which qualifies as a crisis. Instead, it 
should be targeted and adapted based on a 
specific diagnosis: “if ’seed availability’ is 
assessed as the problem in the short term, seed-
based interventions, such as seed importation (for 
acute shocks) may be appropriate. (Seed 
availability problems rarely persist over the long 
term.) In contrast, a diagnosis of a problem of 
‘seed access’ might wisely trigger a holistic 
analysis of livelihood strategies. In the acute 
phase, providing farmers with cash or vouchers to 
get their desired seed might be effective. 
However, an identification of access problems on 
a chronic basis should lead practitioners to look 
well beyond seed and seed security constraints. 
                                                           
10

 The drawing up of a PCD is participatory. 

11
 CDCs are made up of representatives of Municipal 

authorities, C/ASECs, civil society, government services, 
religious bodies, etc. 

The inability to access certain necessary goods 
on a repeated basis is usually equated with 
problems of basic poverty. Initiatives to help 
farmers generate income and strengthen their 
livelihoods would be essential. Seed quality 
problems, whether they relate to concerns with 
the varieties or with seed health per se, are rarely 
short-term. Responses usually require significant 
development programs, linked to plant breeding 
or seed quality initiatives, depending on the 
specific constraint identified”12. 
 
Indeed, analysis shows that the seed problems 
that Haitian farmers face are essentially linked to 
chronic constraints or difficulties of an economic 
nature. The distribution of inputs can only 
exceptionally be considered to be a suitable 
response. An emergency operation cannot be 
justified on the basis of indicators such as the 
consumption or sale of seeds. Indeed, this 
practice is not a coping strategy in Haiti where 
farmers obtain seeds from markets:  “Unlike 
nearly everywhere else in the world, 'eating 
and selling one's seed' are not distress 
signals in Haiti: They are normal practices”  13. 
The Seed System Security Assessment (SSSA) 
estimates spending on seeds to be at least 60-70 
USD per season, which makes it more a question 
of economics rather than availability. 
 
The SSSA makes 44 recommendations, for both 
emergency and development operations. Below 
are those related to emergency seed aid : 
 
a) Direct Seed Distribution (DSD) is preferably 

used when there is a problem of seed 
availability. 

 
b) Any seeds made available to farmers through 

aid interventions have to be shown to a) be 
adapted to local conditions, b) fit well with 
farmers’ preferences, and c) be of a quality ‘at 
least as good as’ what farmers normally use. 

 
- One should never introduce varieties in 

an emergency context which have not 
been tested in the given agroecological 
site and under farmers’ management 
conditions.  

                                                           
12

 Seed System Security Assessment (SSSA), August 2010, 
Study coordinated by the ICTA involving 7 organisations 
and funded by USAID. 

13
 Louise Sperling, CIAT 
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- Seed quality, both varietal and 
phytosanitary quality, has to be farmer-
acceptable in all seed aid transfers, with 
specific germination tests to be conducted 
whenever possible 

c) Voucher use might be considered through 
seed fairs, linked to farmer producer groups, or 
through established agro-dealers. In all cases, 
preconditions need to be met: a) the seeds 
that traders and agro-dealers put on offer must 
be farmer-preferred varieties; b) traders and 
agrodealers must be located within reasonable 
proximity of the farming community; and c) 
supplies should be sufficient to cover the 
voucher amounts distributed. 

 
d) The capacity of humanitarian organizations to 

use a range of seed security-related response 
approaches needs to be built, with training 
explicitly programmed. Many have good 
experience with DSD, but have less (or no) 
capacity to implement seed fairs, voucher 
schemes, or cash transfer programs. 

 
e) Novel improved varieties should generally not 

be introduced to a broad population in the 
context of an emergency distribution. Rather, 
new varieties should be tested and promoted 
within the framework of a longer-term 
development program where technical advice 
and clear monitoring can be ensured. If new 
varieties are to be distributed in a humanitarian 
response, better practices should be 
respected: a) farmers should have a choice 
between using the new variety or using an 
established one; b) small quantities should be 
sown; c) follow-up in the field should be 
scheduled – during the season and post-
harvest. 

 
f) In zones where emergency seed aid is being 

implemented repeatedly (a good signal is aid 
giving three seasons in a row), decision 
makers (donors, ministry, partners) should 
program a formal review to assess its 
continued rationale and efficacy. 

 
Considering that the constraints facing small 
farmers in Haiti are essentially structural, the 
study recommends “significant and strategic 
investments, across Haiti, in small-farmer-driven 
variety, seed and agricultural marketing systems” 
and warns against systematic seed distribution. 
This analysis is shared in the study by the 
Ministry of Agriculture, according to which the 
main obstacles that farmers complain about are 

lack of financial resources (74%), lack of training 
(43%), irrigation and water (30%) whereas only 
23% of farmers consider access to inputs to be a 
major constraint14. 
 
Targeting – both a cornerstone and a 
stumbling block: the example of LIPW/CFW 
 
The targeting of beneficiaries of emergency relief 
programmes is a major issue. The study of the 
community-based approach conducted by 
Groupe URD15, explained how a ‘vertical social 
structure’ leads to power and aid being taken 
over. This system favours the emergence of 
leaders who often use humanitarian aid to 
reinforce their role within the population or even 
to establish their domination. Aid is no longer 
provided on the basis of vulnerability but rather on 
the basis of allegiance. A study based on the 
statistics of the CNSA showed that, in the days 
following the earthquake, Cash for Work 
programmes did not target the poorest 
households. Rather, previous participation in 
CFW activities before the earthquake or 
membership of an association or cooperative 
were important factors: “participating to a 
cooperative as well as other social association 
membership have positive and significant effects 
on CfW participation in directly affected areas, 
whereas Tontine/Sol/Sabotay membership 
increases CfW participation in non-directly 
affected areas. These results are evidence of 
the existence of social networks that may 
favour the participation to programs 16.  
 
This is not only the case for programmes 
implemented after the earthquake. Indeed, other 
evaluations have since highlighted the links 
between belonging to an Organisation 
Communautaire de Base (OCB) and participation 
in CFW activities. Social networks are also a 
determining factor with regard to selection in rural 
environments. To limit the risk of favouritism, it is 
therefore crucial to define eligibility criteria which 
allow the poorest households to be targeted and 
a mixed selection committee to be established 
including both official and civil society 
representatives.  
 
                                                           
14 General Study of Agriculture 
15

 Alice Corbet, The community-based approach in Haiti: 
clarification of the notion of “communities” and 
recommendations, Groupe URD – November 2012. 

16
 World Bank, « Who benefit from Cash and Food for 

Work programs in post-earthquake Haiti?”, 2010 
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It is also essential to consider that this process is 
a key stage which determines the quality of the 
programme. It should therefore be meticulously 
prepared and be communicated to the population 
in a fully transparent manner.  
 
 
4. Conclusion 

While the response to hurricane Sandy is still 
ongoing, the government and international 
organisations are already getting ready for the 
next cyclones. The national response capacity 
both in terms of diagnosis and intervention have 
significantly improved in recent years. On the 
other hand, it is important that it should be 
integrated into development policies so that 
responses are as undisruptive as possible. The 
CLIO Agriculture Commission’s position paper 
also underlines the interconnected nature of 
emergency responses and structural issues: “This 
response needs to address both the short-term 
problems affecting the country and the structural 
problems which exist and undermine efforts to 
help the country to overcome the crisis. There is a 
real risk and the consequences of non-
intervention will mean that the problems will be all 
the more difficult to solve (rural exodus, and 
growth of shanty towns, uncontrolled emigration 
increased dependency on external food markets, 
etc.)”. 
 
It would also be interesting to analyse short-term 
operations in relation to the institutional reform 
which has begun of the Agriculture sector. 
 
 
More on this subject: 

 
• Seed System Security Assessment (SSSA), Study 

coordinated by the International Center for Tropical 
Agriculture involving 7 organisations and funded 
by USAID, August 2010. 

• Plan Communal de Développement, (Communal 
Development Plan) of Ile de la Tortue Commune 
2013-2016, March 2013. 

• Note de positionnement de la Commission 
Agriculture du CLIO , Prévenir une crise 
alimentaire imminente en Haïti, May 2013. 

• Alex Bellande, Impact socioéconomique de la 
dégradation des terres en Haïti et interventions 
pour la réhabilitation du milieu cultivé , CEPAL 
2009. 

• George Eddy Lucien, Considération sur la saison 
cyclonique dévastatrice de septembre 2008 en 
Haïti : de l’importance des actions majeures 

dans une perspective de durabilité, December 
2010, Etudes caribéennes. 

• Government of Haiti, Analyse des menaces 
naturelles multiples en Haïti, 2010 

• World Bank, Who benefit from Cash and Food 
for Work programs in post-earthquake Haiti?, 
2010. 
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• Study on Security and Humanitarian Aid in Haiti 
 
Arnaud Dandoy, Caroline Broudic, June 2013 
 
The question of security in Haiti was the 
subject of an article in the 4th Observatory 
Newsletter published by Groupe URD: 
“Security in Haiti : an impossible dialogue?”. 
The idea was to lay the foundations for a more 
in-depth analysis of international 
organisations’ security measures and their 
impact on operations.  
 
As part of the activities of Groupe URD’s 
Observatory in Haiti, a study is currently being 
carried out on “Security and humanitarian aid 
in Haiti” . This subject has been chosen due to 
the extremely strict security rules applied by the 
main international organisations (United Nations 
agencies, humanitarian NGOs17 and donors), 
which were made even more restrictive following 
the earthquake. Few NGOs, for example, 
questioned the use of military protection (US 
army, MINUSTAH, PNH) to oversee their food 
distributions immediately after the earthquake. 
The debate about the militarization of aid was 
taken up by a few intellectuals (N. Chomsky, M. 
Chossudosky), but very little by humanitarian 
organizations: “The militarisation of humanitarian 
aid operations will weaken the organizational 
capacity of the Haitians to rebuild and restore the 
destroyed institutions of the civil government”18. In 
addition, certain poorer neighbourhoods have 
been partly abandoned due to the real or 
perceived security risks. The study will attempt to 
shed light on the reasons for these security 
measures and on the possible contradictions with 
certain humanitarian principles such as 
impartiality, neutrality and direct access to 
communities. 
 
General objective of the study: 

Overall objective:  To improve the quality of 
humanitarian and development projects by 
clarifying the issues related to security in 
Metropolitan Port-au-Prince.  

                                                           
17 It should be noted that the security measures put in place 
by humanitarian NGOs are much more restrictive than those 
of development NGOs. The study will therefore essentially 
concern humanitarian NGOs. 

18
 Michel Chossudovsky, January 2010. 

 
Specific objectives of the study: 

- Identify the parameters / conceptual 
frameworks / sources of information used by 
international organisations to establish levels 
of security and study decision-making 
processes.  

- Evaluate different perceptions of insecurity in 
different organisations and the factors 
susceptible to influence decisions (size, 
mandate, geographical area of intervention, 
familiarity with the country…). 

- Evaluate the relevance of security strategies in 
relation to the current security and socio-
political situation in Haiti, and how legal these 
are in terms of international norms regarding 
the protection of human rights. 

- Analyse the implications of these security 
measures on the activities of international 
organisations and the possible consequences 
for the population themselves. 

- Analyse how these security measures affect 
the image the population have of international 
organisations and of themselves.  

- Propose approaches / tools for the 
implementation of programmes in difficult 
neighbourhoods in the Metropolitan region 
based on the experiences of certain 
organisations. 

 
Duration of the study: 2 months 
 
Security in Haiti is one of the most controversial 
and divisive subjects within and between 
international organisations. Perceptions of 
insecurity vary diametrically from one actor to the 
next, and notably between humanitarian 
organizations and development NGOs, which 
raises the question of how attitudes to violence 
and crime are formed, and beyond this, of the 
validity of the measures implemented in response 
to this feeling of insecurity. In a context where 
violence is strongly linked to the deterioration of 
social ties and therefore of confidence, there is 
cause to question the security measures applied 
by a certain number of international humanitarian 
organizations. 
 
Indeed, in order to restore mutual trust, it is 
necessary to have in-depth knowledge of 



 

                                                                                                                       Haïti Observatory Newsletter– n°6  9 

neighbourhood social structures and to give 
priority to dialogue in order to manage tensions 
more effectively. But, the security approaches 
developed by numerous humanitarian 
organizations, and particularly since the 
earthquake, are more based on the principle of 
confinement which creates distance and distrust 
between staff and the local population. The 
principle of confinement is sometimes pushed to 
the extreme, as in the case of the United Nations’ 
Log Base, an ultra-secure area some kilometres 
from the city, or the residential neighbourhood of 
BelVil, a veritable island of wealth in the heart of 
Petionville, where representatives of the Haitian 
bourgeoisie and the international community 
live19. 
 
More generally, this spatial segregation can be 
seen, to varying degrees, in the bunkerisation of 
the offices of international organisations and the 
residences of their expatriate staff, with 
surrounding walls and barbed wire, private 
security guards who control access and 
sometimes watchtowers which give these 
buildings and areas a military aspect. The 
obsession with security within international 
organizations also leads to interference in 
humanitarian workers’ private lives. The defensive 
buildings are combined with strict rules regarding 
humanitarian workers’ family lives, mobility and 
movements: they are not allowed to walk in the 
streets, use public transport or drive, they have to 
respect a curfew and they cannot enter certain “at 
risk” areas in Port-au-Prince, etc. 
 

                                                           
19

 These more or less autonomous protected areas are based 
on the model of the “gated communities” of the USA, which 
are described by Blakely and Snyder (1997) as “residential 
neighbourhoods where access is restricted, and in which 
public space is privatized. Their security infrastructures, 
generally walls or gates and a guarded entrance, deter non-
residents from entering. They can be new neighbourhoods or 
older areas which have become gated, and are located in 
urban and peri-urban areas, both in richer and poorer areas" 
(Blakely and Snyder, 1997). 

 
 
But, the effectiveness of these security measures 
is debatable. Some may even have the opposite 
effect to the one aimed for, increasing feelings of 
insecurity and leading to a cycle whereby people 
are pushed further and further apart. This 
voluntary isolation of the international community 
can also have a negative impact on those who 
are left outside these security bubbles (based on 
the principle of crime displacement). It is 
interesting to note that territorial planning and 
social cohesion are central issues in the policies 
of international organizations in Haiti. And yet, 
few consider their own role in terms of the 
security-based fragmentation of cities and social 
division.  
 
Urban security policies also contribute to creating 
a spatial division by splitting and redefining the 
territory into “at risk” areas and reputedly safe 
areas. For example, most international 
organizations refer to the classification 
established by the MINUSTAH, which divides 
Metropolitan Port-au-Prince into different zones 
(red, yellow and green) depending on estimated 
security risks. This classification is primarily 
aimed at MINUSTAH security operations, that is 
to say, for military and police operations. It is not 
at all obvious that this “zoning” is in keeping with 
humanitarian organizations’ mandate. At the very 
least, it should constantly be put into perspective 
in relation to humanitarian principles. A 
classification cannot be neutral as it inevitably 
produces effects, whether consciously or not, by 
establishing artificial borders. 
 
In this study, the aim will be to show how military 
planning and the designation of poor 
neighbourhoods as dangerous (Cité Soleil, Bel 
Air, Martissant) establishes the place of the Other 
in Haitian society and leads to the increased 
marginalisation of certain sections of the 
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population who are perceived to be a source of 
insecurity. The question also needs to be asked 
whether there is not a fundamental contradiction 
between this sidelining of the Other and certain 
humanitarian principles, such as impartiality, 
direct access to populations or neutrality. This 
study will also look at the consequences of 
imposing overly strict security rules on 
humanitarian workers’ day-to-day and social lives. 
 
There is a variety of reasons for establishing 
these increasingly strict rules and these are not 
always based on security considerations. In 
reality, they are also the result of a desire to 
control humanitarians who need to be protected 
from themselves (it is a way of imposing a healthy 
lifestyle on humanitarian workers, so that they do 
not go to bed too late – subject to disciplinary 
sanctions). Yet, the paradox of these rules is that 
they increase risks by not treating staff as 
responsible adults. Staff often do not respect the 
rules in order to be able to enjoy the freedom that 
is refused them. What is more, the notion of a 
curfew is usually associated with a measure 
which is taken in exceptional situations which 
justifies the removal of certain individual 
freedoms. These rules should be temporary and 
in proportion to the situation as evaluated by the 
competent authority (the person in charge of 
security, the Head of Mission or HQ). When a 
security measure goes too far, it will inevitably be 
arbitrary or disproportionate in certain 
circumstances. 
 
International organisations’ “militaristic” urban 
planning and the control of humanitarian actors’ 
routine activities are not straightforward issues. 
The study will analyse the drastic reduction in the 
acceptance of risk within the international 

community as well as the growing place of the 
security-based approach in Haiti. 
 
It will also look at the role that the Western media 
and governments (particularly in relation to the 
advice given to travellers by embassies) have 
played in terms of “demonizing” Haiti. In order to 
review the terms in which insecurity has been 
presented, the study will analyse crime statistics 
for Port-au-Prince, and how these have been 
instrumentalised by different actors for political, 
economic and security-based ends. Similarly, the 
consequences and effects of security forums, 
which have been organised to address fears of 
different kinds, will be considered. These have 
not been a great success, but rather have made 
suspicion and paranoia a part of everyday life.  
 
By dealing with security issues in terms of zones, 
this study aims to show that international 
organisations’ security policies do not tackle the 
problem head on. Economic and social questions, 
in particular, are not taken into account in debates 
about security. An important point is NGOs’ 
practices in terms of hiring and firing. Job 
insecurity is such among national employees that 
there is sometimes serious tension and risk of 
conflict during periods of restructuring, made 
worse by the sometimes very unequal living 
conditions of expatriate staff. Yet, the question of 
the job market and the risks related to it are often 
considered to be anecdotal, there of negligible 
importance. In the same way, financial risks can 
also stop local staff from expressing their opinion 
freely about issues to do with physical security. 
This issue is particularly relevant for chauffeurs 
and security guards as they are probably the 
most affected by it. 

 

 
 

• Avoiding reality 
Land, institutions and humanitarian action in post- earthquake Haiti 

 
Simon Levine, Sarah Bailey et Béatrice Boyer 
 
Executive summary, September 2012 
 
The earthquake that hit Haiti on 12 January 2010 
created a disaster on an extreme scale and led to 
a similarly extreme relief effort. Over 200,000 
people were killed, over 300,000 were injured and 
nearly 300,000 houses were damaged or 
destroyed. A million and half people ended up 
living in tented camps.  

 

The relief effort confronted major challenges 
beyond the immediate humanitarian crisis caused 
by the earthquake. Much of the capacity 
necessary for the response, in the civil service 
and in international agencies, was affected by the 
earthquake, including by the death of personnel 
and their families. The humanitarian crisis took 
place in a context of deep and chronic needs, 
including a lack of adequate shelter and basic 
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services and high levels of poverty. Haiti was also 
characterised by decades of poor governance 
and political instability, near-political paralysis at 
the time of the earthquake and by a political and 
state system dominated by the interests of a tiny 
elite. The international aid effort was also made 
more difficult by insecurity, a flood of aid from the 
nearby US through private channels and non-
traditional aid organisations and by the fact that 
much of the destruction was concentrated in an 
urban setting, a relatively unfamiliar context for 
most aid agencies. To make matters worse, the 
country was struck by a cholera epidemic in 
October 2010, a disease previously unknown in 
Haiti, and which continues two years later.  

 

Given the enormity of these challenges, it is 
hardly surprising that the relief effort encountered 
difficulties. The aid effort has been evaluated 
many times, and this report does not try to repeat 
work already done by looking at the successes 
and failures of the assistance effort. This paper is 
instead based on two premises: that Haiti posed 
many challenges, but these were far from unique: 
humanitarian action often takes place in contexts 
showing many of the same problems; and 
because the same ‘lessons’ are so often repeated 
in reviews of different emergency relief 
operations, there must be underlying reasons 
which have made it difficult for international aid 
actors to apply those lessons. This study seeks to 
understand those underlying reasons by looking 
at how international aid actors coped with the 
challenges they faced, specifically relating to the 
institutional issues around land.  

 

Land rights were seen as a major obstacle to 
relief, particular in the shelter sector, preventing 
the timely delivery of relief and reconstruction and 
trapping aid workers in what one called a ‘time-
consuming void of complexity’. Land law and land 
administration are indeed both complex and 
confused in Haiti and it almost impossible to know 
definitively who owns what. The formal institutions 
of administration and justice do not function well, 
and formal mechanisms such as the land tax 
system are often used in non-legal or even illegal 
ways. Formal institutions have much less traction 
than the powerful individuals to whose interests 
they can be subverted. As a result, a series of 
informal systems for reaching agreements has 
grown up, based on flexible and unwritten ‘rules’. 
One of the most common types of arrangement is 
affermage, by which someone leases land on 
which they build a house that they own.  

 

Following the earthquake, local people built, 
rebuilt, repaired and relocated in just the same 
ways that they had previously done. The 
constraints they faced were almost entirely limited 
to lacking the necessary funds. The international 
aid effort was not able to direct its efforts to 
supporting people in their own endeavours, 
relying instead on providing its own solutions – 
but inevitably these were not on the scale 
needed. The reluctance of aid agencies to 
engage and compromise with the messy and 
complicated local context was striking in many 
areas.   

 

Camps and evictions 

Many of the owners of the land where the camps 
were situated tried to evict camp dwellers, whom 
they felt were squatting on their land. 
Humanitarian agencies used a mixture of various 
codes, including the Guiding Principles on 
Internal Displacement and the Inter-Agency 
Standing Committee (IASC) Framework on 
Durable Solutions for IDPs, to treat attempts by 
landowners to reclaim their land as ‘forced 
evictions’, unless alternatives of an impossibly 
high standard were available. There was no 
coordinated or proactive engagement with 
landlords, but rather an ill-fated (and ill-advised) 
effort to persuade the government to put a 
moratorium on all evictions.  

 

Return to quartiers and durable solutions 

Return was tied by many agencies to the 
possibility of a ‘durable solution’. This concept 
refers to the absence of special difficulties for 
people because of their displacement. However, 
given the unacceptable conditions in which so 
many people had lived before the earthquake, 
humanitarian assistance became bogged down in 
dealing with chronic problems, with no clear exit 
strategy. As a result, supporting return was not 
prioritised, and some people probably could have 
been assisted out of the camps earlier had there 
been an approach that was able to accept and 
support people’s own highly imperfect 
arrangements.  

 

Assistance in repairing houses  

The cost of repairing damaged houses was a 
fraction of the cost of providing people with a pre-
fabricated temporary (‘transitional’) structure, and 
yet almost no assistance was given for well over a 
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year. Agencies were worried about building 
standards and their reputational, legal and moral 
responsibilities in case repairs proved fatally 
inadequate in a subsequent earthquake. Repair is 
also by nature custom-designed, which makes it 
very difficult for agencies to budget for, monitor 
and control. As a result, return was delayed, 
fewer people were assisted, costs were many 
times higher – and people were not supported in 
the solution which they themselves preferred. 

 

Provision of interim shelter support 

The lack of available land on which to erect the 
pre-fab ‘transitional’ shelters was perceived to be 
a major obstacle to their distribution – though in 
fact the difficulties agencies faced in importing 
them probably constituted a greater, if under-
acknowledged, bottleneck. Agencies were 
concerned to establish proof of land ownership 
before erecting a structure, and demanded far 
higher standards than Haitians did when they 
reached agreements with each other. In their 
concern to ensure that the ‘vulnerable’ (i.e. 
tenants) were not excluded from aid, most 
agencies tried to micro-manage the exact terms 
of rental agreements between landlords and 
those who had been their tenants before the 
earthquake. These agreements were frequently 
ignored as they failed to correspond to the actual 
interests of the parties concerned: landowners, 
frequently fairly poor even before the earthquake 
destroyed their assets, often needed rental 
income to survive. Agencies’ inability to ‘let go’ left 
them unable to tackle the most significant 
problem of those who had been tenants: finding 
enough money up front to put down a 12-month 
deposit for rent on a new property. 

Agencies struggled with a wide variety of 
difficulties, but much of this can be traced to the 
same few underlying traits in the aid system. 
Emergency responses are not capable of 
developing a central strategic leadership because 
response is built up from discrete projects which 
are answerable only to their specific donors. 
Sectors do not have enough senior human 
resources outside of these projects capable of 
setting a direction which others should follow. 
Even though the real problems facing both 
affected people and aid agencies are very much 
socio-political, expertise is still seen technically, 
and political analysis and local understanding are 
undervalued, as is social and political analysis of 
how aid interventions will play out in specific 
contexts. Aid organisations are highly risk averse, 
and therefore implement interventions which are 
predetermined and which they try hard to control. 

The humanitarian aid system has a bureaucracy 
and a culture that thinks in terms of predictable 
consequences of aid delivery. This inevitably 
leads to thinking about people affected by crises 
– including their governments – as recipients 
rather than active strategists who find their own 
imperfect and ‘chaotic’ ways of dealing with 
problems, and who use aid in their own 
unpredictable ways. (Both risk aversion and 
chaos aversion contribute to a focus on outputs, 
rather than on outcomes which are always 
beyond anyone’s control.) This creates a 
tendency to try to micro-manage affected 
people’s own lives and to deal with local politics in 
the same way. These tendencies combine to 
create an aid system that defines itself by 
technical solutions, for which problems are 
identified, rather than by the way people affected 
by crises live or their governments function.  

 

The result, seen clearly in Haiti as in other crises, 
is that assistance is far more expensive than 
necessary, far fewer people are helped than 
should be the case and people do not receive 
critical help in overcoming the constraints that 
they face in finding their own solutions. In Haiti, 
this meant that many people stayed in camps for 
longer than should have been the case, and 
agencies created for themselves a world where 
they struggled constantly to impose order, which 
consumed time, effort and resources that could 
have been invested in understanding the local 
context and thinking more strategically. 

 

Significant progress has been made in 
humanitarian response in recent years in many 
sectors in improving the range and quality of 
technical response options. Land rights have only 
be recognised as a humanitarian concern for less 
than ten years, yet in Haiti lessons had been 
learned from previous crises (notably the Indian 
Ocean tsunami) in recognising how easily non-
landowners could be marginalised from 
assistance, and in taking precautions against 
emergency aid contributing to land rights losses. 
Agencies began to equip themselves with land 
rights expertise. At a global level, UN-Habitat has 
taken the lead in producing guidelines for dealing 
with land rights in natural disasters, which were 
produced in 2010 after the earthquake. The 
guidelines provide good technical advice but, as 
this paper illustrates, Haiti revealed how aid 
agencies’ struggle is mainly with dealing with 
social and political realities that are beyond their 
control, rather than with technical difficulties in 
project implementation. The guidelines, though 
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welcome, would not have prevented any of the 
problems raised in this study. 

 

Further progress needs to be made by tackling 
institutional aspects of the emergency aid system.  

 

• Current incentives make agencies highly risk 
averse, but, since it is widely recognised that 
affected people themselves are the main drivers 
of relief and reconstruction, the implication should 
be acknowledged that aid can be most effective in 
supporting these efforts if we accept affected 
people’s own risk tolerance and work with them. 
This also entails appreciating how people 
manage their overall risk horizons, rather than 
concentrating on minimising risk to one single 
high-profile hazard. 

• To achieve this, different sectors need to work 
together much more closely, moving beyond 
‘coordination’ to sharing analysis and strategy. 
This was particularly evident, for example, in the 
need to see shelter as a livelihood problem, as 
well as a shelter problem. 

• However aid coordination is organised or the 
cluster system reformed, it is essential to invest 
much more heavily in strategic leadership, i.e. 
ensuring that a sufficient critical mass of 
experienced and specialist staff are available to 
each sector, capable of setting policy and 
strategic direction. This applies in particular to 
land rights and to working in urban contexts. 
Much greater investment in political analysis skills 
is needed for all sectors. 

• Agencies need to work in a way that permits 
policy and strategic direction to be formulated and 
followed through, so that individual projects are 
grounded in a coordinated strategic analysis. 
Obviously, this analysis and direction should be 
led by host governments, but where this does not 
happen international aid actors must work 
proactively with host governments and among 
themselves to develop this and ensure that it can 
be followed.  

• Contingency planning in areas known to be at 
risk of a major crisis offers a valuable entry-point 
for introducing such shared analysis and 
planning. 

• Since chronic problems and vulnerabilities 
cannot be separated from acute problems, 
humanitarian and reconstruction strategies should 
also not be separated. A reconstruction strategy 
cannot wait for months after a major crisis, 
because the humanitarian strategy should be 
developed as part of reconstruction, from where 
the exit strategy is derived.  

• Aid discourse needs to abandon its language of 
‘solutions’ in favour of a language that speaks of 
‘supporting efforts and initiatives’. Solutions are 
almost always impossible to achieve for deep 
problems and vulnerabilities, and the focus on 
self-contained solutions puts attention on the 
need for technical analysis of the solution, rather 
than social and political analysis of the problem. 
In planning and implementation the discourse of 
‘solutions’ tends to isolate aid from the imperfect 
and chaotic reality with which they must come to 
terms.  

 
 
More on this subject: 

 
• HPG/Groupe URD/ODI, Avoiding Reality: 
Land, institutions and humanitarian action in 
post-earthquake Haiti.  Authors: Simon Levine, 
Sarah Bailey and Béatrice Boyer with the 
participation of Cassandre Méhu, HPG Working 
Paper, September 2012. 

• Care International UK, Coordination and the 
tenure puzzle in Haiti , Humanitarian Exchange 
Magazine (HEM). Authors: Kate Crawford, Emily 
Noden and Lizzie Babister, October 2010. 
 
• Société Française d’Economie Rurale, 
L’indivision en Haïti : Droits, temps et 
arrangements sociaux.  Authors: Michèle Oriol, 
Véronique Dorner, September 2012. 
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• The Observatories activities in 2012 
 
 
 
TRAINING: Investing in the future 

- 2 training sessions on “Evaluating the quality of 
humanitarian projects”. 

- 36 Haitian professionnals trained in project 
evaluation 

- 2 Haitian universities prepared to integrate the 
training course into their university curriculums 

- Support provided to international and national 
NGOs and independent consultants for project 
evaluations. 

 
 
RESEARCH: Knowledge for action 

- Clarification of the notion of communities in rural 
environments by a social anthropologist.  
 
What is meant by a community-based approach? 
What constitutes a community nowadays in the 
metropolitan region of Port-au-Prince? How are 
communities created, what is their internal logic 
and what interaction can they have with the state 
or with NGOs?  
 
http://foodsecuritycluster.net/sites/default/files/Cor
bet_Etude_Approche_communautaire.pdf 
 
- Reconstruction and the environment in the 
metropolitan region of Port-au-Prince.  
 
What lessons have been learned following the 
earthquake? Has the pauperization of part of the 
population since the earthquake contributed to 
the illegal occupation of land and the growth of 
shanty towns? What risks have the population 
faced since the earthquake? 
 
Three case studies: “Canaan – a neighbourhood 
built from scratch”, “The neighbourhood of 
Bristout-Bobin” and “Morne l’Hôpital”.  
 
http://www.urd.org/IMG/pdf/ReconstructionetEnvir
onnement_Rapport_Canaan_Nov2012.pdf 
 
http://www.urd.org/IMG/pdf/Groupe_URD_Rappor
t_Morne_Hopital_Mars_2013-2.pdf 
 
 
 

DISSEMINATION: Sharing knowledge 

- More than 900 people and/or institutions signed 
up to the Observatory publications (bi-monthly 
Newsletters, in-depth studies) 
 
- Articles about humanitarian issues or issues 
related to the reconstruction : participatory 
planning, insecurity or the impossible dialogue, 
the eviction of displaced people, resilience, cash 
transfer programmes, etc. 
 
- An internet site (http://www.urd.org/haiti) 
containing the articles from the bi-monthly 
Newsletter, a virtual library including publications 
about Haiti, practical guides, etc. 
 
- Discussion workshops / debates about research 
and evaluation results 
 
 
EVALUATION: The first step towards learning 
 
- Permanent Housing reconstruction programmes 
in rural environments, reconstruction of water and 
sanitation infrastructure - Chaîne du Bonheur (five 
missions between 2010 and 2013) 
 
- Evaluation of the Support Programme for the 
Reconstruction of Housing and Neighbourhoods 
in Haiti - UN-Habitat (three missions between 
2012 and 2014) 
 
- Urban planning programme for a neighbourhood 
in Port-au-Prince - Solidarités International 
(beginning in spring 2013) 
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Groupe URD (Urgence – Réhabilitation – 
Développement) is a non-profit research, evaluation 
and training institute. Its main objective is to help 
improve humanitarian practices in favour of crisis-
affected populations.  
 
Further information: 
www.urd.org 

Le Groupe URD 
 
 
 
 
 
Contacts 
 

To subscribe to the Haiti Observatory e-newsletter: 
www.urd.org/haiti 
 
To propose an article: 
Contact Caroline Broudic 
cbroudic@urd.org 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
The Haiti Observatory Newsletter - ‘Learning 
through Evaluation’ aims to share the results of 
evaluations and studies on important issues 
currently facing the aid sector in Haiti. 
We regularly invite external contributors and provide 
links to other publications. Please contact us if you 
would like to propose an article. 
 
Further reading on certain topics and full articles by 
the authors can be found on the Haiti Observatory 
website: www.urd.org/haiti 
 

 

Haiti Observatory activities are funded by: 

 

 

 

 


