
4 The roles of foreign and
international agencies in disaster
risk reduction and management

Introduction

It is internationally acknowledged that good governance in the area of disaster risk
reduction and management is the primary responsibility of states. However, there
is also a need to engage with international actors and donors to increase resilience
(Howe and Bang 2017, pp. 60–61). In the case of the Philippines, foreign and
international agencies played an important role in the Typhoon Yolanda response
efforts. Oxfam described immediate assistance provided by foreign governments ‘to
be far more generous than the usual’ (Co et al. 2016, p. 13) ‘when compared with
the numerous other humanitarian crises that struggled for international attention’
or ‘many countries have given far more than their “fair share” of the total (relative
to their Gross National Income)’ (Chughtai 2013, p. 7). In the third week after
Yolanda struck, US$391 million in humanitarian assistance was received from the
United States, the United Kingdom, Japan, Australia, Canada and other interna-
tional donors (ibid., p. 7). The United Nations designated its Yolanda disaster
response as Level 3 (L3) or its highest classification with a UN emergency response
team reaching Tacloban within 12 hours of the super-typhoon striking land,
working immediately with various aid sectors or clusters (to be expounded later) in
areas such as water, sanitation and hygiene (WASH) and protection (which
includes child protection).

The member states of the Association of South East Asian Nations (ASEAN),
Western bilateral donors, multilateral organisations like the Asian Development
Bank (ADB) and the European Commission, the Persian Gulf countries, interna-
tional NGOs, and numerous private individuals gave substantial donations (see
Figure 4.1). According to the Department of Budget and Management (DBM) in
2015, the Philippines received US$1.64 billion or PHP73.31 billion in cash and non-
cash aid pledges from foreign donors; however, this figure only represents govern-
ment-to-government transactions or those delivered through embassies, sometimes
via multilateral organisations and civil society groups (DBM 2015, cited in Co et al.
2016 and Magtulis 2015). It is difficult to account for actual total foreign aid for
Yolanda due to the absence of a single repository or accounting system. Nevertheless,
for UN data, as of October 2016, total Yolanda aid funding voluntarily reported to
the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (UN OCHA) by

Atienza, Maria Ela, et al. Urban Poverty in the Wake of Environmental Disaster : Rehabilitation, Resilience and Typhoon Haiyan
         (Yolanda), Taylor & Francis Group, 2019. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=5675709.
Created from nottingham on 2021-01-30 07:41:16.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

9.
 T

ay
lo

r 
&

 F
ra

nc
is

 G
ro

up
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



government donors and organisations was US$865,151,866 (UN OCHA 2016,
quoted by ABS-CBN Investigative and Research Group 2016).

This chapter looks at the roles played by international agencies in disaster risk
reduction using the Yolanda case. Data is drawn from government reports, interna-
tional and foreign agencies’ documents, and scholarly articles as well as the data from
more than three years of field work (as outlined in the earlier chapters of this volume)
in Tacloban City and the municipalities of Palo and Tanauan. This following section
will outline the general guidelines and frameworks for international aid in disaster risk

Figure 4.1 Poster at the entrance of Tacloban City Hall thanking NGOs, the private sector
and international agencies who helped the city after Yolanda

Photo credit: Maria Ela L. Atienza.
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reduction and management (DRRM), including the Hyogo Framework for Action
(HFA) and the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction (SFDRR). We then
examine in more detail the specific frameworks that guide some of the prominent
foreign and international aid agencies that participated in the post-disaster situation in
Yolanda-hit areas. Second, we examine the relationship of international agencies with
national and local governments and the affected communities in the aftermath of the
disaster. This will assess whether the interventions in the area were donor-driven or
done in cooperation/coordination with other stakeholders, for example, governments
and communities. Third, the chapter looks into the impacts of international aid
agencies on vulnerability, poverty, resilience and adaptation in the affected areas.
Finally, the strengths and weaknesses of the interventions of international agencies will
be assessed. In conclusion, we outline lessons for future post-disaster interventions.

General guidelines and frameworks for foreign and
international assistance in DRRM

International policy guidelines

The UN-organised World Conference on Disaster Reduction (WCDR) produced the
Hyogo Framework for Action 2005–2015 (HFA): Building the Resilience of Nations and Com-

munities to Disaster in 2005. This led to fundamental changes in the way states prepare
for disasters. The HFA listed five priorities for action that involved scaling up institu-
tional and cultural awareness of safety, risk and resilience ‘at all levels’. A key theme
was preparedness, including early warning. The five priorities were as follows:

1. Ensure DRR is a national and local priority with a strong institutional basis
for implementation.

2. Identify, assess and monitor disaster risks and enhance early warning.
3. Use knowledge, innovation and education to build a culture of safety and

resilience at all levels.
4. Reduce the underlying risk factors.
5. Strengthen disaster preparedness for effective response at all levels. (WCDR

2005, p. 6)

The year 2015 saw the end of the ten-year HFA. The UN Office for Disaster
Risk Reduction (UNISDR) then organised the World Conference on Disaster
Risk Reduction (WCDRR), which was held in Sendai, Japan, from 14–18 March
2015. The objective of the conference was to facilitate a post-2015 framework for
disaster relief. The result of the WCDRR was the non-binding Sendai Frame-
work for Disaster Risk Reduction (SFDRR), the successor instrument to the HFA.
The SFDRR runs from 2015 to 2030. Its targets are listed below:

1. Substantially reduce global disaster mortality by 2030, aiming to lower
average per 100,000 global mortality rate in the decade 2020–2030 com-
pared to the period 2005–2015.
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2. Substantially reduce the number of affected people globally by 2030, aiming
to lower average global figure per 100,000 in the decade 2020–2030 com-
pared to the period 2005–2015.

3. Reduce direct disaster economic loss in relation to global gross domestic
product (GDP) by 2030.

4. Substantially reduce disaster damage to critical infrastructure and disruption
of basic services, among them health and educational facilities, including
through developing their resilience by 2030.

5. Substantially increase the number of countries with national and local dis-
aster risk reduction strategies by 2020.

6. Substantially enhance international cooperation to developing countries
through adequate and sustainable support to complement their national
actions for implementation of this Framework by 2030.

7. Substantially increase the availability of and access to multi-hazard early
warning systems and disaster risk information and assessments to the people
by 2030. (UNISDR 2015b)

Its four Priorities for Action are outlined below:

Priority 1. Understanding disaster risk

Disaster risk management should be based on an understanding of disaster risk in
all its dimensions of vulnerability, capacity, exposure of persons and assets, hazard
characteristics and the environment. Such knowledge can be used for risk assess-
ment, prevention, mitigation, preparedness and response.

Priority 2. Strengthening disaster risk governance to manage disaster risk

Disaster risk governance at the national, regional and global levels is very
important for prevention, mitigation, preparedness, response, recovery, and
rehabilitation. It fosters collaboration and partnership.

Priority 3. Investing in disaster risk reduction for resilience

Public and private investment in disaster risk prevention and reduction through
structural and non-structural measures are essential to enhance the economic,
social, health and cultural resilience of persons, communities, countries and their
assets, as well as the environment.

Priority 4. Enhancing disaster preparedness for effective response and to ‘Build Back Better’ in
recovery, rehabilitation and reconstruction

The growth of disaster risk means there is a need to strengthen disaster pre-
paredness for response, take action in anticipation of events, and ensure capacities
are in place for effective response and recovery at all levels. The recovery,
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rehabilitation and reconstruction phases are a critical opportunity to build back
better, including through integrating disaster risk reduction into development
measures (UNISDR 2015a).

There are several interrelated concepts highlighted by the Hyogo and
Sendai Frameworks. These are risk, resilience, building back better and gov-
ernance. First, risk can be understood in different ways. Most risk and disaster
studies have focused on large-scale risks which centre on vulnerability to nat-
ural hazards that trigger large-scale disasters (Wisner and Gaillard 2009).
However, risk studies should also pay attention to ‘everyday hazards’, specifi-
cally the ways in which actors cope with or endure the stresses and shocks of
daily life (Wisner 1993). These everyday risks are said to endanger more
people around the world in aggregate and cause large losses when summed up
(UNISDR 2015b; Van Voorst et al. 2015, p. 424). Examples of ‘everyday risk
and endurance’ are ‘situations of people facing slow onset and pervasive
hazards’ like drought and coastal erosion or living in, working in or close to
flood-prone urban slums, polluted areas, dangerous industries, the slopes of
active volcanoes, river deltas, coastal plains, ‘rangelands that are conflict
zones’, and other hazardous locations (Van Voorst et al. 2015, p. 424). Many
of these risks ‘are enforced upon people due to their economic and political
marginalisation; others are to some extent deliberately taken by people them-
selves’ (ibid., p. 424).

Second, the concept of resilience, which emerged in the climate and dis-
aster literature in the 1970s, is still surrounded by debate around its sense and
application among social scientists (Gaillard 2010, p. 220). It can be defined
as ‘the capacity of any entity — an individual, a community an organisation,
or a natural system — to prepare for disruptions, to recover from shocks and
stresses, and to adapt and grow from a disruptive experience’ (Rodin 2015,
p. 3). Furthermore, Chandler argues that resilience is ‘the capacity to posi-
tively or successfully adapt to external problems or threats … Subjects
believed to lack the capacities for resilience are held to be vulnerable’ (2012,
p. 217). Vulnerability in facing natural hazards reflects ‘people’s margin-
alisation within society’ (Gaillard 2010, p. 222). Those who are less resilient
and disaster-affected, therefore, are those in marginalised segments of society.
People’s incapacity to face climate-related and other natural hazards results
from ‘their inability to control their daily life and to choose the location of
their home and livelihoods’ (ibid., p. 222).

Resilience is also related to a third concept prominent in the Sendai Frame-
work, which is ‘building back better’ (Clinton 2006). Resilience is not just about
returning to the previous status quo but building back strengthened communities
that will be able to withstand future shocks. However, it is not just about boun-
cing back which may restore and entrench pre-existing vulnerabilities and
inequalities as well as top-down or elite-led resilience; there is a need to reduce
vulnerabilities and increase capacity at the local level (both local governments and
local communities) to deal with future risks. This is the idea behind ‘building back
better’ as outlined in Chapter 3.
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The fourth concept is governance. Target six of the SFDRR outlined above
includes strengthening international cooperation and support for national initiatives
designed to meet the SFDRR’s targets, while priority two aims to scale up colla-
boration and partnership between national, regional and global levels. Even if
DRRM is considered to be the primary responsibility of states, the strengthening of
disaster risk governance to manage disaster risk at all levels (global, national, local) is
clearly an important consideration for the SFDRR (WCDR 2015, p. 5). Developing
and vulnerable countries lacking in skills and resources (both human and financial)
need to be equipped through bilateral and multilateral channels by international,
regional and other actors in order for them to reach the goals by 2030.

The UN Cluster Approach system

The UN General Assembly Resolution 46/182 set the foundations of the current
international humanitarian coordination system in December 1991. In 2005, the
Humanitarian Reform Agenda introduced new elements to the humanitarian coordi-
nation system ‘to enhance predictability, accountability and partnership’. One of these
elements is the Cluster Approach. Clusters refer to groups of humanitarian organisa-
tions (both UN and non-UN) in each of the main sectors of humanitarian action, e.g.
health, water, and logistics. They are designated by the Inter-Agency Standing Com-
mittee (IASC) with clear responsibilities for coordination. The approach was first used
following the 2005 earthquake in Pakistan. Nine clusters were created within 24 hours
of the earthquake. After two evaluations in 2007 and 2010, processes and outcomes
have been simplified and there are now 11 clusters, as outlined in Figure 4.2.

The international presence in the Philippines in the area of DRRM

For the UN OCHA, the Philippines is evaluated as one of the most disaster-prone
countries in the world and it also suffers from ‘intermittent cycles of forced dis-
placement’ as a result of conflicts in Mindanao. Indeed, the country faces both
natural and human-induced hazards. It is situated along the Pacific Rim of Fire
and within the northwest Pacific Basin; the Philippines is earthquake-prone, has
23 active volcanoes, and is visited by 20 typhoons on average annually, with eight
making landfall (HDN 2013, p. 16). The national government as well as affected
local governments, communities and other sectors also have to deal with the
continuing challenge of ‘[L]ong-running armed conflicts with communist insur-
gents, which began in the 1970s, and certain factions among Muslim groups’
(Atienza 2015, p. 7) in the southern part of the country.

Hence, in 2007, UN OCHA established a presence in the Philippines to com-
plement government efforts in response to disasters and to strengthen humanitarian
coordination. In September 2009, Typhoon Ondoy (international name Ketsana)
devastated Metro Manila; this prompted the Emergency Relief Coordinator to
appoint the Resident Coordinator to also be the Humanitarian Coordinator. In
2010, the UN OCHA presence in the Philippines was upgraded into a country
office, focusing on both emergency response preparedness and response to sudden
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onset disasters as well as the protracted conflict situation in Mindanao, which suf-
fers from conflicts between government troops, on the one hand, and communist
insurgents and Muslim rebels, on the other.

In 2013 before super-typhoon Yolanda struck in November, national, foreign
and international agencies and affected local governments and groups were
already preoccupied with two humanitarian challenges or challenges. First, on 9
September 2013, a fresh, unanticipated armed conflict between the Philippine
government and the Moro National Liberation Front (MNLF) led to a 20-day
siege of the predominantly Christian city of Zamboanga. This crisis affected and
displaced about 118,000 people. Second, a 7.2 magnitude earthquake hit the
province of Bohol on 15 October 2013, displacing more than 350,000 people.
(Jumamil-Mercado et al. n.d., p. 7).

Humanitarian
&  Emergency

Relief
Coordinator

Food Security
WFP & FAO

Health
WHO

Logistics
WFP

Nutrition
UNICEF

Protection
UNHCR

Shelter
IFRC/

UNHCR
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Hygiene
UNICEF

Camp 
Coordination

& Camp 
Management
IOM/UNHCR

Early
Recovery

UNDP

Education
UNICEF &
Save the
Children 
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WFP

Prevention Mitigation Preparedness Disaster Response Recovery Reconstruction

Figure 4.2 The UN Cluster Approach
Source: Adapted from Humanitarian Response (n.d.).
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The relationship between international aid agencies and
national and local governments in the Yolanda response

This section looks at the relationship between foreign and international agencies,
on the one hand, and the Philippine national and local governments in the
Yolanda response, on the other. The section asks the following questions:

� What are the existing frameworks of coordination between foreign/interna-
tional and national agencies in disaster response?

� How does the coordination framework between international and national
agencies work at the local level? How are local governments and communities
integrated in the framework? How do international agencies deal with each
other and with local NGOs?

� How were the frameworks used in the case of Yolanda?
� Are interventions in the Yolanda areas donor-driven or done in cooperation/

coordination with other stakeholders?

Existing frameworks for coordination in the Philippines

In terms of existing frameworks for coordination, there is an existing national fra-
mework of coordination between the Philippine government and foreign and
international agencies in DRRM. The Philippines has a set of policies, frameworks
and plans for DRRM. The Philippine Disaster Risk Reduction and Management
Act of 2010 (these and other legal frameworks will be discussed in detail in Chapter
5), which set up the National Disaster Risk Reduction and Management Frame-
work and the National Disaster Risk Reduction and Management Council
(NDRRMC), includes points for partnership and coordination with foreign and
international agencies. The DRRM law enables the Philippine president, upon the
recommendation of the NDRRMC Chair, to declare a warrant calling for inter-
national humanitarian assistance when the extent of the damage or destruction
exceeds the national capacity.

The DRRM Law establishes local councils at the regional, provincial, muni-
cipal, and community levels that replicate the NDRRMC responsibilities and
are also expected to coordinate and develop partnership with foreign and
international agencies and donors. The frontline role of local government units
(LGUs) is given prominence because of the decentralised nature of the Phi-
lippine government, owing to the passage of the 1991 Local Government Code
which devolved significant powers to LGUs.

There is also a parallel mechanism on the military front. Parallel to the
NDRRMC, the Armed Forces of the Philippines (AFP) also work through
the Multinational Coordination Council (MNCC) (Howe and Bang 2017, p. 70).
The AFP’s role in national and multilevel governance arrangements is expected.
After large-scale disasters, the military institutions ‘are often the only institutions that
possess the transport and logistics capabilities to deliver relief supplies when com-
munications and transport infrastructure are disrupted’ (Anonymous 2014 p. iii).
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Humanitarian and Disaster Relief (HADR) missions ‘account for a significant por-
tion of many disaster-prone countries’ military activities’ (ibid., p. iii). External mili-
taries also contribute to HADR missions as ‘a means to demonstrate goodwill and
build soft power, and to exercise and develop deployment capabilities in an inoffen-
sive manner’ (ibid., p. iii).

There is also the existing national government cluster system and the UN
cluster system that allow partnership and coordination with foreign and interna-
tional agencies during and after disasters. The UN cluster system was institutio-
nalised in 2008, and was implemented by the Philippine government during
Yolanda (Howe and Bang 2017, p. 68). The UN OCHA coordinates extensively
with the national government through meetings with its relevant Philippine gov-
ernment counterparts. Even before Yolanda, the UN OCHA has already been
part of several disaster response operations (Ehrenfeld et al. 2015, p. 51). The
national government cluster system approach (to be discussed in Chapter 5) was
activated by the Philippine government in 2009 after the flooding caused by
Typhoon Ondoy which affected most of Metro Manila (Anonymous 2016b).

However, there are weaknesses with the Philippine DRRM structure, especially
at the local level, which we will see in the next sub-section. These weaknesses
include lack of personnel, skills, resources, and even awareness of what are sup-
posed to be the standard operating procedures and protocols during disasters.
These affected the level of coordination with other agencies.

The level of coordination during and after Yolanda

So, how did the coordination framework between foreign/international and
national agencies work at the local level in the Yolanda case, given the availability
as well as the limitations of frameworks for coordination in the Philippines? The
available literature is actually divided on whether the response was coordinated
or not. There are those who say that there are instances of good coordination
(Alcayna et al. 2016; Chughtai 2013) but others highlight also some of the pro-
blems of coordination (Alcayna et al. 2016; Atienza 2015; Howe and Bang 2017).
On the one hand, the Philippine government played an integral role during the
Yolanda response efforts (see Chapter 5) together with the international UN
cluster system joining the government cluster system. Coordination was good for
the most part within the UN cluster system (Alcayna et al. 2016, p. 5).

During and after Yolanda, the UN agencies were mobilised quickly. The clus-
ters for WASH and Protection were said to be among those that performed
exceptionally well due to ‘effective leadership and experienced personnel’
(Chughtai 2013, p. 8). The UN OCHA was also considered to be the ‘[M]ost
outstanding among these agencies’ (Co et al. 2016, p. 13). Some UN agencies
faced some difficulties mobilising quickly due to logistical challenges. These chal-
lenges include destroyed transportation infrastructure (roads, bridges and airports)
and communication networks, making it difficult to procure vehicles in the first
two weeks. International and national NGOs and civil society groups worked to
extend support to both the UN and governmental authorities. For instance,
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Oxfam helped restore water supplies in Tacloban in collaboration with the Leyte
Metropolitan Water Department and A Single Drop of Water, a Filipino NGO.1

However, coordination between government agencies and donors was also one
of the most difficult aspects of the response effort (ibid., pp. 12–13; Dy and Ste-
phens 2016; Howe and Bang 2017, pp. 68–70). There were weaknesses at the
local level as some local DRRM councils (LDRRMCs) are often understaffed or
lacking professionalisation, meaning there was a lack of competent people to
compose the local DRRMCs as well as skilled and committed individuals to serve
as DRRM officers (Dy and Stephens 2016). A significant gap also exists as the
NDRRMC cannot supervise all local councils. The effectiveness of these local
councils is also determined by a number of factors, namely, local leaders’ support
of disaster management, local appreciation of the importance of disaster man-
agement, funding, and training and support from the national government
(Alcayna et al. 2016, p. 3).

Some reports (e.g. Alcayna et al. 2016, p. 5; Dy and Stephens 2016) also high-
light significant tensions between the government and international NGOs (INGOs)
as the latter’s response led to the sudden influx of international actors which
undermined the usual procedures and relationships established by the Philippine
government. There are cases of different actors working in parallel and duplicating
effort alongside cases of exemplary programming and collaboration. The reasons
why parallel efforts occurred are as follows (Alcayna et al., 2016, p. 5; Anonymous
2016b; Dy and Stephens 2016; Howe and Bang 2017, p. 68):

1. Even some national NGOs were unaware of the cluster system. The cluster
system also did not actively engage with non-cluster actors.

2. Some LGUs were also unaware of or unfamiliar with the cluster system.
3. Organisations (even religious ones), the private sector and individuals (both

local and foreign) distrusted the national and local governments and thus,
avoided collaboration and coordination.

4. Some local civil society organisations distrust international organisations.
5. Coordination was difficult due to the scale of the disaster.
6. NDRRMC also has a number of weaknesses that prevented it from fully

being able to coordinate overall response activities.

The above-cited reasons by Alcayna et al. (2016), Dy and Stephens (2016),
Howe and Bang (2017) and Anonymous (2016b) for duplication, tensions and
problems in coordination are supported by data from the fieldwork we conducted
in Tacloban, Palo and Tanauan. Let us elaborate on some of the reasons below.

Some LGUs were unaware of or not used to the cluster system although it has
been adopted at the national level (Dy and Stephens 2016). Anonymous (2016a),
a medical doctor who was with a French agency working on the eradication of
hunger and worked with the Nutrition Cluster in several Yolanda-affected areas,
observed that mayors always expected that they be consulted first, not knowing
that in the cluster system, national and international agencies can immediately
work with nutrition agencies and groups at the local level. Many mayors appear
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not to be aware of the cluster system or simply used to the very hierarchical
system where all external agencies will have to get clearance from them first. For
instance, tensions between the Leyte Provincial Nutrition Office and the munici-
pal LGUs arose because some LGUs felt slighted that the provincial office went
straight to communities together with national, local and international agencies to
immediately address needs instead of getting permission first from the mayors
(Anonymous 2016b). This was also the case with other clusters like WASH. The
LGUs were also further overwhelmed by the influx of external responders
(Ehrenfeld et al. 2015, p. 63).

Some international non-governmental organisations (INGOs) and foreign
individuals also distrusted working with different levels of government because of
fears of corruption and mismanagement of funds. Even some religious organisa-
tions, the private sector and local individuals distrusted both national and local
governments and thus, avoided collaboration and coordination (Alcayna et al.
2016). For example, the Filipino community in the United States and Americans
who worked in the Philippines either as diplomats, journalists or development
workers wanted to donate to victims of Yolanda immediately but they sent their
contributions to private entities because they were told that the donations might
not reach victims if they sent them through government.2 This fear was confirmed
even by a government official. Then Department of Budget Undersecretary
Richard Bon Moya admitted that as a result of the pork barrel scandal that trig-
gered investigations in the country around the time of Yolanda, most donors sent
their pledges to NGOs instead of government agencies (Serafica 2013). Anon-
ymous (2016) added that some international agencies did not go first to LGUs in
the Yolanda-affected areas because of previous negative experiences of working
with local governments in Africa where local government officials wanted to be
the ones distributing assistance for patronage and election purposes, thus leading
to delays, inequity and inefficiency in distribution.

An extreme example of a foreign NGO that did not coordinate with govern-
ment agencies and officials as well as the UN cluster system and instead went
ahead with its own system of providing grants is Tzu Chi, a Taiwanese Buddhist
volunteer group. According to our Focus Group Discussion (FGD) evidence,
many participants credited the Tzu Chi group’s ‘cash for work’ programme, that
involved clearing of debris from local communities, as not only financially helpful
to families but useful in bringing communities together as a collective in the
intermediate aftermath of the disaster. However, even months after Yolanda, the
organisation regularly was giving away cash without any coordination with UN
agencies, national government agencies or communities. Some barangay officials
reported that some residents only turned up to collect their ‘allowance’ and did
not participate in the actual clearing work. The cash distribution system of Tzu
Chi also did not use a reliable list of people who actually need help; they just
distributed cash to whoever turned up.

Distrust in government agencies, together with distrust of some local groups in
international organisations, hindered cooperation. Some local groups disagreed
with the approach of some international organisations or felt intimidated by how
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the latter operated (Dy and Stephens 2016). As Anonymous (2016b) also attests,
expatriates who arrived in the Yolanda-affected areas to work in the international
and foreign groups, particularly in Tacloban, dominated the early recovery and
rehabilitation process. Competition ensued and foreign and international agencies
with more resources dominated the areas. The failure of both government and
international community to adequately partner with many national and local civil
society organizations resulted in missed collaboration opportunities (Dy and Ste-
phens 2016). Of course, this is not always the case and exemplary examples are
also highlighted in this chapter. Some organisations from different sectors with
pre-existing relationships in affected areas were able to work together.

The scale of the disaster also made coordination difficult. For instance, cash
transfers (both conditional and unconditional) were used ‘by at least 45 interna-
tional humanitarian agencies reaching 1.4 million affected people, but were dif-
ficult to monitor and coordinate’ (Alcayna et al. 2016: 5). Anonymous (2016) also
observed that LGUs, being victims themselves, could not supervise all interna-
tional aid and at the beginning allowed national and foreign agencies and NGOs
to do most of the work. There were no databases of residents; either the data-
bases were destroyed by Yolanda or there were no databases in the first place.
The international and national agencies and NGOs were the ones who developed
their own systems of listing people and prioritising those who needed assistance in
a short period of time. Some agencies were able to conduct rapid surveys, for
example, those with the Nutrition cluster, but not every group was able to do this.

At the national level, the NDRRMC also showed weaknesses in terms of its
relationship with national departments and lack of leadership (Howe and
Bang 2017, p. 68). The lack of leadership and coordination problems ham-
pered working and coordinating more effectively the overall responses of all
sectors to the Yolanda issue. NDRRMC’s gatekeeping role was also inherently
weak, with little or no screening of bilateral assistance to match it with the
needs which were rapidly evolving; no offer of assistance was rejected even if
it was not needed. For instance, some of our FGD respondents said that many
of them received boats even if they were not fisherfolks, infant formulas even
if they did not have babies, female sanitary products even if they had no need
for them, and so on.

Foreign military personnel also had a tendency to follow the directives from their
national governments and or direct bilateral coordination with the Armed Forces of
the Philippines (AFP) (Ehrenfeld et al. 2015, pp. 61, 63), despite having the MNCC.
The Philippine military also had a number of limitations that prevented it from play-
ing a leadership role coordinating 29 foreign responding militaries (Jumamil-Mercado
et al. n.d., p. 14). While it has tighter coordination and ‘seamless communications’
compared to civilian departments (Ehrenfeld et al. 2015, p. 6), the AFP lacked strate-
gic planning and had very few aircraft in the area (46 only as opposed to the combined
145 of all foreign militaries [Jumamil-Mercado et al. n.d., p. 14]) and was slow to
respond and deliver relief goods in the affected area, and failed to prevent looting
(Howe and Bang 2017, p. 70). It also lacked personnel trained in operating with the
MNCC, particularly in large-scale emergencies (Jumamil-Mercado et al. n.d., p. 14).
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The result of the parallel and duplicating efforts was market distortion (Alcayna
et al. 2016, p. 5). Our projects’ various interviews with local officials as well as focus
group discussions with residents in the case sites pointed to instances when the same
families and individuals received multiple cash grants from different foreign agen-
cies while other individuals and families who were also victims got nothing. There
are also instances when too many boats were given away to families during the first
few months after Yolanda.3 This was a recurrent theme in most of our FGDs and
interviews with barangay chairs in the three case sites. Tacloban Vice Mayor Jerry
Yoakasin even joked in a 2016 interview with us that the boats were ‘solar’ as they
just lay about in the sun all day not being used for any purpose. Some families got
a maximum of three boats, even if some families were not dependent on fishing.
Other families who depended on fishing got none. According to two barangay chairs
in Tanauan, the result was the extra boats were left unused and left to deteriorate
or sometimes sold to others who needed boats (Anonymous 2016b; Mercado 2016;
Merilo 2016). One barangay captain explained that barangays were not really con-
sulted about who qualified to receive boats, though some aid agencies did consult
the Bureau of Fisheries and Aquatic Resources (Mercado 2016) which is under the
Department of Agriculture. Even the quality of boats given away was not suitable
as the boats were made of strong materials like fibreglass, but some fisherfolks do
not like them because they are difficult to manage especially when they turn over in
the water; according to one Tanauan barangay captain, who requested anonymity,
fibreglass boats are so heavy and difficult to lift, thus, can result in the drowning of
fisherfolks (Anonymous 2016b).

However, despite cases of duplication and lack of coordination, some LGUs
were proactive in terms of different aspects of DRRM, including working with
foreign and international agencies during the different stages after Yolanda. One
of our project’s case sites, the municipality of Tanauan in Leyte, was the first
Yolanda-hit LGU to submit a complete rehabilitation plan to the national gov-
ernment. The municipal government of Tanauan also designated ‘sectorial’ focal
persons, for example, for housing, livelihood, etc. to coordinate relief efforts and
developed a system that allowed coordination and assignments of relief efforts on
rebuilding across barangays under its jurisdictions. So, many foreign and interna-
tional agencies working in Tanauan coordinated with the municipal government
to implement their programmes in barangays that the local government assigned to
them. This type of coordinated system was not seen in the case of Tacloban.

Impacts of foreign and international agencies on vulnerability,
poverty alleviation, and resilience

This section looks at the impacts of foreign and international aid agencies on
resilience, vulnerability, poverty and adaptation in the affected areas. In parti-
cular, the following questions are raised:

� Did these interventions lead to long-term resilience and empowerment?
� Were problems like dependency created?
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� Are there best practices? Are there instances where national and local agencies
as well as communities were empowered and capacities built after turn-over?

� Based on the Yolanda experience, what lessons can be drawn as regards the
role of international agencies in disasters and relationships with national and
local government agencies?

Impact on resilience, vulnerability and poverty alleviation

International and foreign donors made significant interventions during both the
relief and reconstruction phases post-Typhoon Yolanda. However, these inter-
ventions failed to address many of the underlying vulnerabilities of survivors.
Thus, resilience building and adaptation strategies in Tacloban, Palo and
Tanauan were far from perfect. Many interventions, except perhaps for the best
practices cited, did not lead to long-term resilience and empowerment. Many of
these responsibilities lie now with national and local governments.

Nevertheless, local and international media and foreigners have frequently
lauded the typhoon survivors and Filipino people in general as ‘resilient’. This is a
trait that is often ascribed to Filipinos after every tragedy or disaster because they
appear to pick themselves up in the immediate aftermath. However, this is a one-
dimensional understanding of resilience and masks the inadequacies of interven-
tions and assistance from both foreign and national/local agencies. Going back to
the discussion of resilience and vulnerability earlier in this chapter, resilience
involves successful adaptation, incorporating the reduction of vulnerability and
risk. Gaillard (2010, p. 222) links resilience with vulnerability and capacity by
highlighting that vulnerability in facing natural hazards reflects people’s margin-
alisation within society. Disasters have more impact on individuals and families
with limited and unstable livelihoods as well as inadequate social protection and
housing; their situation reduces their capacity to deal with disasters and their
aftermath. Thus, resilience building involves development policy that uses peo-
ple’s capacities ‘to help the people themselves to rebuild and to reduce future risk’
(ibid., p. 223). Enhancing capacities, reducing vulnerabilities and building resi-
lience require increasing participation of local communities. At the same time,
resilience as a process has to be context-specific.

In the Philippines, community networks and reciprocity appear to be the pre-
dominant mechanisms through which Filipinos cope with risk. As Bankoff observes:

[Disasters] are simply a fact of life that Filipinos have had to learn to live
with over the centuries: they are largely left to their own capacities and
capabilities to deal with hazards and the attendant problems that confront
them on a daily basis.

(2007, p. 328)

Bankoff argues that this has led to greater mutual assistance or social capital.4

While Filipinos are able to survive through these networks, these networks are not
enough to say that the Filipinos are already resilient. There should be
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mechanisms to address their capacity to minimise risks and prepare for disasters.
At the same time, other agencies like national and local governments need to
improve their capacity building and bottom-up approaches to resilience.

In many cases where foreign and international agencies were present during
the first years after Yolanda, adaptation has been incomplete and many rehabili-
tation projects lie unfinished. Poverty and inequality remain a problem. Some of
the international agencies were able to provide short-term employment, especially
during the first year after Yolanda when there was plenty of relief and recon-
struction work. ‘Cash for work’ and ‘sweat equity’ (Greengrass et al. (2018), a
scheme where residents earned points towards becoming a beneficiary of reset-
tlement units based on the hours they gave to the (re)construction activities, were
encouraged. However, the lack of sustainable livelihood opportunities is an
ongoing problem for Yolanda-hit areas. Meanwhile evidence from our FGDs
indicates that survivors in many barangays still complain about food scarcity. Either
because they do not have the money to buy food or because their place of resi-
dence, particularly in some resettlement areas in North Tacloban, is far from the
sea where they could fish, and/or lacks the space to raise their own animals or
grow their own food (Atienza 2016).

Field observations in 2016 and 2017 revealed large infrastructure projects,
with public and private donor components, well underway while permanent
relocation centres financed from public and private funds were growing rapidly.
New barangay halls, barangay multipurpose buildings, schools and road improve-
ments are being carried out. The reconstruction of large communal amenities,
such as Tanauan Plaza, Tacloban Astrodome Memorial Park, Palo Cathedral,
and Tacloban’s Sto. Niño Church, were also complete. New infrastructure
projects such as barangay health centres have been set up in some areas with the
support of various aid agencies but access to health services and insurance, like
affordable medicine, is still an issue in many areas, especially in the resettlement
areas. Some sectors like the elderly and persons with disabilities (PWDs) still
need more assistance with their health needs.

In the area of housing, many people benefitted from the support of interna-
tional and foreign agencies in the rebuilding of houses (materials or funds for
housing), building new houses and improving the strength of the structures.
However, there are others who did not receive adequate assistance and hence do
not have safe housing until now. This issue will be expanded on in Chapter 5.

However, it can be said that due to the experience of Yolanda, as well as the
constant reminders and seminars on DRRM, the people are confident that they
can face disasters now and they know what to do during emergencies. This was
obvious to us in terms of the responses in the FGDs in Palo, Tacloban and
Tanauan as well as the surveys in the same areas. For instance, in 2017, more
than 50 per cent of about 800 respondents said that they feel more confident now
in the face of disasters compared to previously (72.5 per cent in Palo, 58.9 per
cent in Tacloban, and 76.8 per cent in Tanauan) (Berja 2018).

In many areas in Palo, Tacloban and Leyte, many individuals and commu-
nities still suffer from vulnerabilities. A lack of sustainable livelihood, inadequate
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and unsafe housing, the inadequate provision of utilities such as water and
electricity, and incomplete infrastructure, such as roads and drainage in the
resettlement areas, continue to threaten the communities’ abilities to ‘build back
better’. In the Tacloban resettlement areas which are located in the far north of
the city, residents complain about the expensive commute to their places of
livelihood. There are those who have opted to stay and rebuild in the no-build
zones to be close to their sources of meagre livelihood. Commuting issues are
less problematic in Palo and Tanauan as resettlement areas have been sourced
that are not too far from the residents’ original communities. However, some
resettled people return daily to their original places of work and their children
go to their original schools in the town proper. In general, the new housing is
much more robust than the housing in the original coastal communities. Roofs
are made of solid steel and walls and floors are made of concrete. However, lack
of livelihood options, the difficulties in commuting to the centre, and flooding
and other environmental risks in some areas are key concerns. The capacity to
protect themselves, their families and communities from future disasters and
day-to-day safety issues remain tenuous in many cases.

Overall, the priorities of aid agencies, duplication and problems in
coordination, and limited meaningful consultation or consideration of the
inputs and actual needs of the survivors raised a number of problems. Local
officials and residents confirmed a lack of substantial consultation during our
investigations.

The sheer volume of aid that initially poured into Yolanda-affected areas
also contributed to a dependence mentality in various communities. This left
many people vulnerable as the drying up of material provision and employ-
ment prospects coincided with the departure of many aid agencies. To a
certain extent, a culture of patronage and clientelism, that will be expanded
on in Chapter 7, was transferred from local political ‘patrons’ to international
aid agencies and impacted upon the rehabilitation outcomes in many post-
Yolanda areas. This culture in a post-disaster context distorts the equitable
allocation of relief goods and undermines ‘bottom-up’, community-driven
rehabilitation strategies. This can have a potentially disastrous or detrimental
impact on community resilience and also distort the data that researchers and
aid agencies gather. Impoverished or disaster-stricken victims may exaggerate
their plight if they think that data gatherers will have influence over the
allocation of aid.

Best practices

There are, however, instances when the empowerment of the government, com-
munities and the people becomes a component of foreign and international
interventions. After all, national and local governments have to increase their
DRRM capacities while communities have to play a role in their own recovery
and resilience plans. In the end, external aid dries up eventually. One important
aspect of international aid is that numerous agencies responded quickly after

Roles of international agencies in DRRM 79

Atienza, Maria Ela, et al. Urban Poverty in the Wake of Environmental Disaster : Rehabilitation, Resilience and Typhoon Haiyan
         (Yolanda), Taylor & Francis Group, 2019. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=5675709.
Created from nottingham on 2021-01-30 07:44:07.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

9.
 T

ay
lo

r 
&

 F
ra

nc
is

 G
ro

up
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



Yolanda hit because their main goal was immediate relief and assistance. Not
all foreign agencies have a mandate to stay for reconstruction nor deal with
long-term development issues. They leave after their mandate is complete. As
shown in Chapter 5, national and local governments as well as communities
have primary responsibility for dealing with long-term rebuilding and
development.

Nevertheless some agencies have a longer-term engagement with disaster-hit
areas in general. For instance the US-based Catholic Relief Services (CRS)
have provided a number of barangays with DRRM trainings, drills and much
needed warning and evacuation equipment (Figure 4.3). The agency is still
active conducting trainings in barangays to plan and identify the needs of the
communities.

The United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) worked with 15
Eastern Visayas LGUs and selected communities, together with several gov-
ernment agencies, as a response to Yolanda with a focus on timely recovery
and resilience (Garde 2017). The UNDP sees itself as a capacity builder and,
consistent with UN and international frameworks regarding international
partners, works as a complement to various government agencies and com-
munities. Its intervention is focused on five components: (1) disaster-resilient

Figure 4.3 The readiness for emergencies chart of Barangay San Roque, Tanauan, based
on engagements with CRS on DRRM capacity building training

Photo credit: Maria Ela Atienza.
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public infrastructure, such as community evacuation centres; (2) sustainable
livelihoods; (3) resettlement of displaced populations; (4) support to recovery
coordination and DRRM; and (5) improved waste-management system. The
bottom line is inclusive and gender-sensitive economic resilience and direct
partnership with local communities and beneficiaries.

World Vision, which worked in Cebu, Panay and Leyte, focused on relief
and recovery with the goal of strengthening the resilience of affected families
and communities, especially children (Doñoz 2017). The organisation was
conscious of accountability issues and hence incorporated a regional selection
process for target household beneficiaries in consultation with the commu-
nities, built partnerships with local media and other agencies for monitoring,
and conducted inter-agency meetings with feedback or complaints mechanisms
(such as scorecards). In the programmes established, LGUs can be assessed by
citizens and communities through these participatory mechanisms. The CRS,
the UNDP and World Vision efforts show that there should be a conscious
effort on the part of international agencies to focus on capacity building not
only in DRRM but also in monitoring and accountability.

One example of an inclusive strategy involving international and local organi-
sations, local communities, and LGUs is the Pope Francis Village in Tacloban
City. As documented by Mangada (2017), aside from building typhoon and
earthquake resilient in-city housing units for survivors of several coastal bar-
angays, donors partnered with the beneficiaries in identifying appropriate liveli-
hood projects and developing a savings scheme. Community clusters were
organised to manage these projects, including a rice enterprise. A consortium of
local and foreign organisations that include Caritas, the Canadian Catholic
Organization for Development and Peace, the Urban Poor Associates, etc. helped
in setting up the village (Reyes 2018).

Lessons from the Yolanda case

As Oxfam-Philippines’ organiser Dante Dalabajan (2017) explains, Yolanda
provided multiple lessons for international NGOs. Their experience in areas
devastated by the super-typhoon led to a lot of rethinking in terms of the
international NGOs’ role in DRRM. The following is a summary of the lessons
from the experience based on the experiences of many aid agencies themselves,
national and local governments, and citizens.

Better coordination systems

Even with plenty of aid agencies present, there should be stronger coordination
with national and local agencies in terms of identification, distribution and
prioritisation of appropriate aid. To improve the cluster system, there should be
continuous mapping of activities of national and international aid agencies and
actors working on resilience and preparedness, as well as their specific activities
and areas of operation (Alcayna et al. 2016, p. 6).
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Accounting for the aid that came to the Philippines for post-Yolanda emer-
gency assistance and rehabilitation is one area that showed the need for better
coordination, to be able to address accountability questions and monitor properly
where the assistance went. The Yolanda case exposed the difficulty of trying to
account for all the assistance that went to the Philippines. Government data only
show most government-to-government transactions through the Department of
Foreign Affairs as well as those donors who voluntarily reported their assistance in
cash and in kind to the government-sponsored online Foreign Aid Transparency
Hub (FAiTH). UN OCHA’s Financial Tracking System (FTS), meanwhile, only
lists donations voluntarily reported to it; it only contains names, channels, and
amounts pledged or contributed per organisation and does not have data on
implementation and beneficiaries (Cabigao and Lirio 2015). The improvements
the Philippine government has introduced to address many of the coordination
problems that arose from the Yolanda experience will be discussed in Chapter 5.

Capacity-building of national government and LGUs

The national government should be in the frontline not only of disaster response
but also in looking at DRRM as a holistic process, prioritising the most vulner-
able sectors, and taking the lead in terms of interacting with international
responders (Howe and Bang 2017, p. 74). National capacities have to be devel-
oped. At the same time, LGU capacities of course require improvement and
there are now a number of foreign and international agencies working with gov-
ernment to address this. Capacity-building of national and local governments
should be the main focus of foreign and international agencies.

Based on the experience of a number of foreign and international aid agencies,
they arrived at the Yolanda-affected areas to find that LGUs were dependent on
national governments for instructions and support (Anonymous 2016b). The high
amount of aid received in the affected areas is proportional to the lack of
preparedness of local DRRM systems, which is ironic, given that the country
has one of the most progressive DRRM policies (Dalabajan 2017). This
should not always be the case.

Oxfam learned from the Yolanda case and devised a new standard operating
procedure or new business model focusing on local partners (Dalabajan 2017).
With a much leaner staff, it now works on building local government capacities
which is more sustainable than previous models. Oxfam is developing with
national and local partners meso-scale insurance and digital DRRM platforms
(ibid.). Both UNDP and World Vision, even during the post-Yolanda activities as
shown above, have already started focusing on capacity building of LGUs, though
not all our areas have been their beneficiary areas.

Empowerment of communities

Part of the work of international aid agencies, in coordination with national and
local governments, is to make sure that research on community perceptions of
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disaster risk preparedness and resilience, culture, values, and actual needs is
conducted ‘to help inform policy, initiatives, and operational programming’
(Alcayna et al. 2016, p. 6). People should not just be treated as beneficiaries;
they are agents (Dalabajan 2017). Aside from getting their inputs, capacities of
communities and individuals must be improved so that they can adequately look
after their own security.

Communities should be aware that assistance from national and international
agencies is also limited and not perpetual; so, communities must be able to look
after their own security and be ready to assume responsibilities as stakeholders
and owners of any assistance or system that has been turned over, instead of just
merely being passive recipients or clients of patrons (whether local or national
elites and leaders or foreign donors).

During every disaster in the world, we usually find stories about well-inten-
tioned yet unsuitable post-disaster aid. In the case of Cyclone Nargis, which
devastated Myanmar in 2008, there are stories about tents that were never used
immediately after the cyclone because there were too flimsy; sleeping bags were
much too warm for the monsoon climate; and gasoline stoves were useless
because gasoline was not available. Kostner (2018) asks: ‘Why is it that aid
providers kept, and keep, making the same mistakes?’ In the case of Yolanda,
we have stories about too many boats given away, even to non-fisherfolks,
while coconut farmers did not get enough assistance. There are relocation
areas that are too far from the places where people work and their children
go to school. However, it is a positive development that many aid agencies
are becoming more conscious of the need to focus on community involvement
and empowerment in the whole disaster preparation, relief and rehabilitation
process as a result of the lessons from various disasters, including Yolanda.

Oxfam’s new Standard Operating Procedure (SOP), mentioned above, is an
example of focusing on the people at the local level. As Dalabajan (2017) notes,
DRRM should not just be about bouncing back; it should be about bouncing
forward with a range of options available for people. In the case of UNDP
Philippines, its capacity-building projects in Yolanda areas include developing
sustainable and inclusive economic development, livelihood and employment
opportunities. Meanwhile World Vision has already incorporated not just
accountability mechanisms where citizens can assess their LGUs but also
livelihood training and diversification of skills.

Conclusion

Foreign and international agencies were very active in Yolanda-hit areas in
the first two years since the super-typhoon. However, because of the nature
and scale of the disaster, problems with coordination and conflicting or over-
lapping priorities of agencies, there was unevenness in the response. This was
despite, or perhaps because of, the massive number of agencies as well as the
magnitude of aid that came in. Some of the problems were repetitions of
experiences in other disasters elsewhere. In many instances, interventions in
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the Yolanda-hit areas were donor-driven. Our findings show that many com-
munities and individuals have been largely divorced from the relief and
rebuilding processes. For instance, many aid agencies have ready-made relief
packages and reconstruction plans ready for distribution even if some of them
are not needed by the locality or are not priorities.

Long-term issues such as poverty and resilience remain unaddressed,
despite the rhetoric to the contrary. Understandably, there are fewer foreign
and international agencies working now in Leyte. External aid, after all, is
not limitless; many of the foreign and international aid that came immedi-
ately after Yolanda struck the Eastern Visayas were responding to the
immediate humanitarian emergency situation; not all of them have a man-
date to stay in the area for the medium or long term for on-going develop-
ment work. The day-to-day responsibilities to promote resilience, long-term
recovery and poverty alleviation lie in the hands of local communities, local
governments and the national government. The focus of interventions should
also be on preparedness and disaster mitigation, with focus on the most
vulnerable and poorer sections of communities, to minimise the costs of dis-
asters when they come and promote sustainable development. A number of
foreign and international agencies, to be fair, have already started focusing
on capacity building of the national and local governments as well as com-
munities and other Philippine-based partners for DRRM. All these experi-
ences on engaging with different countries, governments and communities
should lead to reforms within the planning and operating procedures of
many aid agencies.

Chapter 5 complements this chapter as it focuses on the role of national and
local governments in disaster risk reduction and management, particularly in
the Yolanda case, and lessons that can be learned to strengthen their role in
DRRM.

Notes

1 See Chapter 6 for a table outlining some of the types of assistance provided by foreign
agencies and NGOs.

2 Sharing of some Americans and Filipino-American participants during the open forum when
somemembers of the project team presented tentative findings, 10th International Conference
on Philippine Studies, Silliman University, Dumaguete City, Philippines, 6–8 July 2016.

3 Chapter 6 expands upon the duplication of aid.
4 The notion of social capital will be expanded upon in Chapter 7.

References

ABS-CBN Investigative and Research Group. (2016) ‘How Much ‘Yolanda’ Aid Did PH
Get from US, EU?’, ABS-CBN News, 8 October. Available at: news.abs-cbn.com/focus/
10/08/16/how-much-yolanda-aid-did-ph-get-from-us-eu (accessed 1 July 2018).

Alcayna, T., Bollettino, V., Dy, P. and Vinck, P. (2016) ‘Resilience and Disaster
Trends in the Philippines: Opportunities for National and Local Capacity Building’,

84 Roles of international agencies in DRRM

Atienza, Maria Ela, et al. Urban Poverty in the Wake of Environmental Disaster : Rehabilitation, Resilience and Typhoon Haiyan
         (Yolanda), Taylor & Francis Group, 2019. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=5675709.
Created from nottingham on 2021-01-30 07:45:52.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

9.
 T

ay
lo

r &
 F

ra
nc

is
 G

ro
up

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.

http://www.news.abs-cbn.com/
http://www.news.abs-cbn.com/







