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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
The capacity of markets to respond to cash-based interventions (CBI), including multi-purpose cash assistance 
(MPCA) were discussed as potential solutions for natural disasters preparedness activities. This study contributes 
to the uptake of collaborative, and joint efforts of the cash working group members in the gathering of infor-
mation from the markets’ traders and from the beneficiaries. The overall process included the use of digital data 
capture for a quantitative survey (market data collection), combined with more traditional methods for qualita-
tive data capture through focus group discussions (FGDs) and key informant interviews. Finally, the combination 
of both data sets indicated that markets were integrated and small to medium traders reported that in the event 
of an increase in demands, that they would be able to scale-up their supply. In addition, the findings showed 
that a growing number of Rohingya refugee HH are increasingly selling humanitarian aid to have cash for other 
emergency needs. Most Rohingya refugees HH also reported buying from informal markets operated by Roh-
ingya traders even if the prices of basic commodities are higher than in other local markets. In the end, both 
men and women FGD mentioned that direct ‘Cash’ is the preferred mode of assistance. 

  

(Photo credit: Christian Aid) 

 

 

 

“I am very worried for my elderly parents, they will not be able to access the washrooms during the 
rains and their fragile health will get worse” 44 year old female, FGD. 

 
 

 



 

 
Figure 1. Population settlement (Host and Rohingya), Regional Markets, Camp loca-
tions, WFP food security & nutrition centre, Hospital/clinic and schools. (Map pro-

duced by VAM, WFP



 

OVERVIEW 
 

Undertaking a pre-crisis market analysis (PCMA) as part of emergency prepar-

edness has broader potential than simply providing a benchmark on the func-

tionality of critical market systems from ‘reference’ to ‘post shock’ times. 

By providing insight into the capacity and constraints of critical market systems supplying Cox’s Bazar camps, 
PCMA will not only improve preparedness and feed into operational planning, it can also help design responses 
that could mitigate the effects of a crisis on Rohingya households. In Cox’s Bazar, agencies participating in pre-
crisis market and needs analyses had insufficient resources to conduct a comprehensive PCMA exercise, how-
ever, they were interested to incorporate disaster management related questions into the market monitoring 
exercise coordinated and consolidated by WFP’s, Vulnerability Analysis and Mapping (VAM) on a fortnightly 
basis. The inclusion of the ‘basic’ disaster preparedness questions should assist agencies to understand key 
concerns on markets systems in Cox’s Bazar. In addition to the pre-crisis market analysis, participating agencies 
were interested in collecting information from Rohingya households (HH), to incorporate refugees’ preferences 
in the design of their programming (pre and post disaster). Therefore, this assessment combines findings from 
both the market analysis and the HH Focus Group Discussions (FGD). 

Markets are the lifeline of the camps in Cox’s Bazar. They not only provide fresh produce, medical supplies and 
other essential items to the affected population, but also boost the local economy. The purpose of this report is 
to provide evidence gathered from market actors and beneficiaries on incorporating market analysis in pre-
emergency contingency planning and preparedness. This assessment is in two parts: market analysis and HH 
FGDs. The markets studied in the assessment are: Ukhiya City, Kutupalong, Balukhali, Teknaf, Thangkhali Bazar, 
Court Bazar, Palongkhali Bazar, Leda Bazar, Shamlapur Bazar, Nhilla Bazar, Nayapara Bazar, Unchiprang Bazar, 
Chaktai market, Chittagong, Khanganj market, Chittagong, Reazuddin market, and Chittahong wholesalers. In 
addition to the supplier questionnaire, FGDs with Rohingya Households were conducted in Chakmarkul, Un-
chipriang and Leda expansion which are located in Ukhia and Teknaf, areas of concern particularly vulnerable 
to landslides, floods or require mitigation support. 

The market assessment had 7 questions for traders and wholesalers, while the FGD covered 8 questions for 
Rohingya HHs. These questions were intended to assess markets’ capacity to face upcoming shocks; main 
commodities and NFIs purchased by the Rohingya households; and the reasons Rohingya HHs were selling their 
in-kind assistance. The pre-crisis assessment was also intended to assess main blockages that will impact mar-
kets during shocks and will impede on the humanitarian community’s ability to deliver cash and market solutions. 
The market data collection was conducted by WFP VAM with the support of multiple NGO partners, and the 
FGDs were conducted by UNHCR, Christian Aid, World Vision and OXFAM. While Mukti transcribed the FGD data, 
the key findings and analysis of FGD and market analysis was compiled by the cash working group and reviewed 
by the participating agencies. The main research questions include: 1) preferred assistance and priorities of 
households via focus group discussions and key informant interviews with an emphasis on the lifesaving and 
evolving needs of the affected communities 2) feedback of the most vulnerable and marginalised members of 
the community, including anticipated conditions and challenges 3) impact of ‘cash’ programming on Rohingya 
households. 

 

 
 
 
 
 



 

 
AIM OF BOTH EXERCISES: 
 
Key findings collected from both traders and Rohingya households are to inform decisions on preparedness, 
contingency planning and project design cash and/or in-kind. In particular, the findings will facilitate: 

• To integrate market systems information into preparedness activities by providing up-to-date and at-hand 
market analysis information which anticipates the changes in market systems to withstand monsoon rains, 
floods and cyclones. 

• Information on the quality and availability of goods pre and post-disasters; contributing to the appropri-
ateness of cash modalities and market-based interventions. 

• Gaining understanding on the effect of ‘cash grants’ on gender norms and relations in the pre-crisis 
situation and potentially during the aforementioned natural disasters.



 

 

 

1. ANALYSING MARKET DATA COLLECTED IN ROHINGYA 

REFUGEE CAMPS 
 

Humanitarian agencies routinely conduct market analyses to inform decisions around transfer modality – cash, 
voucher or in-kind – with a strong emphasis on the availability and price of key commodities. However, in the 

last few years, many humanitarian organisations have expanded their scope to incorporate supply chain analysis 
and pre-crisis market mapping in an effort to strengthen their understanding of how markets function more 

broadly. This report constitutes a continuation and reaffirmation of this trend with some limitations, as articu-

lated earlier. It also highlights some information provided by traders that are not often captured in market 
monitoring exercises such as the ability of markets to respond to potential emergency responses.  

 

 

 

Figure 2: Comparing data collected in February (interior circle) and in March (exterior circle) 

 

The rapid increase of Rohingya refugees in Cox’s Bazar have amplified markets across the refugee camps. 
Some of these markets are satellites markets with temporary structures operated by the Rohingya community. 
The diagram in figure 2 summarises information from two rounds of markets data collection between 21st 
February and March 7th, 2018. In February, it was observed that humanitarian assistance was sold to proxy 
traders for cash, while March 7th data collection showed- 50% of Rohingya HH sold humanitarian assistance 
directly for cash. An assumption explaining this shift is that selling of in kind aid directly might generate more 
profits for HH. A media report from Reuters mentioned that chilli is sold at 200 taka per kilo inside the camp 
and the market price for the same commodity outside of the camp is 65% lower. From the data collected in 
March from the markets previously highlighted, it was reported that overall, 50% of Rohingya households were 
selling their rations to the host communities through an intermediary and the other 43% were sold to nearby 
house holds1. Traders have reported that these exchanges have a direct impact on price volatility in almost all 
the markets where the data was collected. From March data collection, bartering exchange occurs only up to 
7% at Leda and Thiangkhali bazars. These two markets are noticeably vulnerable in terms of cash and barter 
compared to other markets. 
 

The data collection in March reported that basic commodities sold by Rohingya households are sugar (34%), 

                                                 
1
  Given the sample size of traders interviews, the data collected compared to population numbers is not statistically representative. 
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red lentil (31%) and rice (25%). According to traders interviewed, those commodities are sold to nearby 
households and regional markets of the refugee camps. The main commodities sold by Rohingya households 
to markets across the camps can imply that HH are reducing the minimum calories intake of 2,100 kilocalories, 
selling the food below market prices to access emergency needs and other preferred food choices. Overtime, 
this can further deteriorate their health and further increase negative coping mechanisms. In addition, the 
food is often sold to “middlemen” which gives evidence that in-kind aid is ending up in informal markets at 
cheaper prices, disrupting the market systems of Cox’s Bazar district. 

 

 

 
 

Figure 3: Basic commodities that retailers are selling the most to Rohingya HH 
 

 

The graph above illustrates that in March data collection, the top 3 most purchased NFIs were medication 
at 26%, firewood 24% and bamboo at 17%. The overall findings further informed that medical expenses 
were sold in greater quantities to HH in Coat bazar/Kutupalong (50%), Shamlapur and Ukhia (33%). Be-
cause of poor hygiene conditions in the camps, the Rohingya refugee population is at particular risks of 
communicable diseases as their numbers grow faster than the existing aid system can support. 

During discussions, traders further informed enumerators that Rohingya HHs are often approached by 
middlemen at distribution points while waiting in line for monthly assistance. When asked about the reasons 
why Rohingya HH were selling their assistance, traders mentioned, they do not know, but Rohingya HH 
often lose money in the transactions, as, “they are willing to accept any price for cash”. When asked about 
the 3 main food items that Rohingya HH have been purchasing in March, the majority of traders across the 
camps mentioned that fresh vegetables and dry fish were the two main commodities sold to Rohingya HH, 
both representing 26%. Eggs were the third most purchased commodity at 24% across the refugee camps. 
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Figure 4. Major constraints to provide faced by Traders 
 

The major challenges experienced by traders were cost stability at 34%; insufficient demands from Rohingya 
community impacting on restocking at 33% and road congestion problems at 19%. It was also informed that 
14% of traders experienced storage problem within the markets which could affect the ability to meet a sudden 
increase in demands. 

Figure 5. Reasons why Rohingyas are selling goods 
 

As elaborated above, the main reason why informal economies are developing in refugee camps is mainly 
because in-kind assistance is often not adequate or appropriate to meet all of Rohingya household’s emergency 
needs. The humanitarian efforts supporting refugee camps is often not enough to sustain them while in the 
camp for the period they are to stay2, therefore, refugees engage in income generating activities, such as selling 

in-kind assistance for cash. A media report also states that an increasing number of Rohingyas are selling 
amphetamine pills. In the past months, Border Guards Bangladesh have seized nearly 3.47 million taka worth 
of amphetamine pills on NAF river near Teknaf3. The result is often what humanitarians call "negative coping 

                                                 
2
 https://trickleup.org/when-aid-isnt-enough/ 

3
 https://www.straitstimes.com/asia/south-asia/bangladesh-sees-meth-boom-amid-rohingya-crisis 
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strategies" a set of responses to difficulties that may provide a temporary means of survival but can seriously 
undermine refugees’ long-term security. Restrictions on work rights also affect the labour market negatively as 
Rohingya’s are compelled to accept any type of ‘employment’ opportunities at a lower rate. “Bangladeshis could 
request 500 taka ($6) for a day of work, but Rohingya might take 300 taka or less4”. These negative coping 

mechanisms directly impact on the strategic objective one in the Joint Response Plan and threaten the protection 
which humanitarian and the government of Bangladesh need to provide to the affected population. Because 
refugees face so many other restrictions, they are frequently isolated and depend on traders to transport, buy 
and sell their goods to outside cities, causing the profit margin of a given product to decrease significantly. 
Though some camps are isolated, no refugee camps in Cox’s Bazar district are totally closed off to outside 
markets, which results in informal markets. From a market based standpoint, the assessment demonstrated 
that markets across the camps are vibrant and can provide to the needs of the populations if cash and market-
based assistance were to increase. By expanding cash and market assistance to Rohingya households through 
a coordinated and transparent way, the prominence of informal markets will be reduced. It is anticipated that 
the camps’ markets will be severely affected with prolonged rains, given their fragile structure. If partners are 
interested in implementing any cash based interventions, it is strongly recommended to implement those before 
the rainy season, while the markets and roads are functioning. With certain variations across the camps, in the 
aftermath of a crisis, such as monsoon rains and/or cyclones, CBI might face certain obstacles as physical access 
to markets by Rohingya HH and traders will be partially or completely disrupted. In the aftermath of cyclone 
Mora, for example, it was reported by traders that certain markets in Cox’s Bazar district were not accessible 
for a few months, while floodwaters receded, and households strove to recover. Early recovery responses in the 
period immediately after flooding require both cash-based interventions and in-kind assistance. However, in 
places like Ukhia City, Teknaf and Unchiprang Bazar markets, given the structure of the markets are very tem-
porary, the reduced access due to the poor quality of roads will have a direct impact on the transport of com-
modities to those areas. Further to this, if agencies were planning for preparedness cash activities for Rohingya 
households in areas of concern, it might help to reduce humanitarian waste and minimise the reselling of in-
kind assistance which is currently happening across the refugee camps. 
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2. NEEDS ASSESSMENT OF ROHINGYA POPULATION IN CONCERN 

AREAS 

According to the Minimum Expenditure Basket (MEB) for a Rohingya refugee HH, the average money required 
to meet basic and daily expenses is 7,290 Taka per month. As such, many Rohingya HH are not able to provide 
this amount for their family and face extreme poverty; and the sudden onset of natural disasters will exacerbate 
the severity of their financial and nutritional challenges and ultimately increase their vulnerability. While basic 
commodities and fresh food are available on local markets and services are strong, and households have a 
market orientation, a variety of cash and market-based solutions are available for supporting partners. However, 
to validate the potential options, the beneficiaries must be consulted.  

The humanitarian agenda recognises the need for evidence-based decision making in emergencies, but in many 
occasions, the programming is designed without the consultation with beneficiaries. Beneficiaries inclusion pro-
motes rights-based approaches and humanitarian standards of accountability to vulnerable groups affected by 
crises. In support of these reasons, the needs assessments conducted through the focus group discussions 
(FGD) would be utilised for a comprehensive understanding of refugee’s needs by laying a good foundation for 
a community-based response. 

The findings of FGD articulated that Food Security is a major concern, with WFP rations often the only source 
of nutrition for most refugees. As explained through market findings earlier, rations are frequently traded on 
the local market for other goods, which can lead to malnutrition. Participants mentioned that camp water sup-
plies are not sufficient and that a lack of clean drinking water is a strong concern amongst refugees. Large gaps 
of medications for households with physical and old-age health related issues were noted. According to the 
households interviewed, the needs of refugees who suffer from chronic illnesses are often inadequately ad-
dressed. Further to this almost all camps have dire sanitation conditions, due the rocky terrain, lack of available 
land and poor toilet facilities, creating health problems amongst the camp population. Both male and female 
FGD participants shared common concerns on basic needs, however, food and non-food priorities differed be-
tween men and women. While only male FGD participants mentioned about non-food items, women in FGDs 
focused on food choices only. Furthermore, it was mentioned by male FGD that firewood is a key priority for 
them as there are an insufficiency of dry wood in the neighbourhood and “they cannot afford paying the market 
prices”. 

Figure 6. FDG mentioning the key commodities for basic needs 

 

Concerns vis-à-vis relocation 

Monsoon rains and relocations emerged across the discussion groups followed by some concerns on security, 
livelihood opportunities and freedom of movement. In terms of security, the main issue raised was tensions 

https://drive.google.com/open?id=18lFw_iIlIcezT3WKoUZO35Eb8nDDw7fl


 

 

with host communities, however, specific locations where this tension could arise weren’t noted. Elderly people 
were especially worried that hostility might transpire if they seek shelter in host communities.  

 

 

Figure 7. A male FGD in Unchriprang 

 

Overall, the groups were rather confident that there was sufficient security presence within the camps, and that 
the presence of the humanitarian actors, would deter possible conflict. The subject of livelihood opportunities, 
including jobs within the camp, as well as goods availability in markets, dominated the conversation in most 
FGDs independently of sex and age. Refugee men enquired about work possibilities in site improvements and 
maintenance, while women enquired about the possibility of cash grants to start income generating activities. 
Finally, the range of available livelihood activities was a particularly important theme for both groups. Freedom 
of movement was a concern raised across the discussion groups as women who purchased fresh food from 
neighbouring markets were worried that a similar market may not exist during the raining seasons, and they 
might have travel further. They also mentioned that the elderly would not be able to access any markets, and 
the lack of support during the rains was concerning. Among other specific concerns raised within the community, 
refugees reported suffering from their unstable environment and uncertain future. 

 

Figure 7. FGD identified priorities for assistance from supporting agencies 



 

 

 

Both FGDs expressed a strong preference for cash over in-kind assistance. Enumerators further explained that 
the willingness to receive cash transfers was apparent. One agitated man in one FGD mentioned that, more 
cash assistance should have happened already’. Women FGD were decidedly in favor of cash over in-kind aid. 
Although some women did not hide the fact that they face domestic problems, they were adamant that cash 
would not exacerbate these issues. One of the woman said: ‘Families that are peaceful will continue to be 
peaceful. Ones that have problems will continue to have problems. But if anyone tells you that cash will cause 
problems, they are lying’. A group of women wished to convey the message to support agencies that above all, 
they need money. One reason behind the refugees’ preference for cash over in-kind has been the unreliability 
of in-kind assistance in timing and quality. It was mentioned that a number of in kind distributions to refugees 
were incomplete and irregular on a number of occasions. Refugees stressed that a reliable cash programme will 
give them greater flexibility and choices. Women in FGDs said it would enable them to feed their children more 
diverse diets. Amongst the other requests for supporting agencies, employment opportunities emerged in both 
groups. It was further observed that both FGDs seemed to focus on the practical aspects of the anticipated 
emergencies. Both mentioned that, “Tarpaulin, umbrella, torches and road access, drainage system and ropes” 
would be required before the rainy seasons. Women FGD only mentioned one food commodity, milk was men-
tioned across a few FGD stressing that it is required to feed their young children. 

In some settings, the appropriateness of cash transfers compared to in-kind assistance is not clear-cut. This is 
not the case in Cox Bazar Camp. A single cash transfer or a value voucher from supporting partners addressing 
the concerns of food, or other specific NFI items can help refugees meet basic needs from existing vibrant 
markets, would cost less than in-kind assistance, and it is in fact what the refugees prefer. Cash transfers would 
support local traders, connect refugees to financial systems while offering more choice to refugees. In regard 
to market functionality: taking the 2017 cyclones as a worst-case scenario, markets took a few months to 
recover due to the degree of damage and duration of persistent floods. Supporting partners will need to assess 
if it is more viable to implement cash prior to the emergency or in the aftermath, considering that the value of 
cash might be reduced as goods would be scarce, markets structure damaged and roads flooded or damaged. 
Rohingya refugees might even not be able to utilise money, if the markets are destroyed or become inaccessible. 
Partners and donors will need to determine the main features of cash assistance programming for Rohingya 
refugees and explore the most appropriate options. First, assistance should be based on one objective – to 
support refugees to meet basic needs – rather than dividing objectives into ‘food’ and ‘nonfood’ categories. 
Instead of viewing the potential for cash transfers from the standpoint of each agency having their own cash or 
voucher program, a single unconditional cash transfer, referred to as a ‘multipurpose’ cash grant makes consid-
erably more sense. 

This exercise aimed to gather evidence for disaster preparedness activities and to mitigate for its impact on 
vulnerable households through the use of market-based approaches. Despite the limitation of the pre-crisis 
market analysis, the combination of information provided by the community offers considerable value to the 
overall exercise. The community feedback will provide information to help imbed key concerns by community 
to design prospective programs. The key findings will provide information to partners in designing programs to 
reduce the vulnerability of households and communities in disaster-prone areas, while providing information for 
the improvement of their ability to cope with the effects of disasters; strengthening their capacities in disaster 
preparedness and post disaster response. Finally, the collective efforts of humanitarian in Cox’s Bazar can help 
minimise the impact of disasters on communities and enable the affected population to return to a normal 
lifestyle within a short time period. 

In conclusion, this exercise demonstrates that fast, responsive data collection is a process that allows for im-
mediate local level decision making and improvements in service provision. It can also increase engagement 
and ownership of issues through rapid feedback to all concerned – community participants, local traders – whilst 
simultaneously validating findings and enabling the discussions on change, development, and support to begin 
whilst the survey findings are still relevant. The report will contribute to design evidence base for program and 
advocacy, and an important outcome of the process so far, is that affected population across gender groups 
and age prefer cash as support modality. This reiterates the message that cash based intervention is definitely 
a suitable and appropriate option for the Rohingya communities. 
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CRISIS AND NEEDS OVERVIEW 


