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The Rwandan Refugee Crisis in Tanzania:
Initial Successes and Failures in Food Assistance

L. Introduction

Onthe 28th April,an estimated 170,000 Rwandans crossed the border into Tanzania, within
a24-hour period. Though larger movements of refugees have occurredelsewhere at other
times these have taken place over longer time periods. The influxinto Tanzaniaconstituted
thelargestandfastest refugee influx that the world had seen prior to theeventsin July
wheneven larger numbers of Rwandans moved into Gomain Zaire. The movementinto
Tanzaniawas predictable, inthe context of the history of conflictinRwanda, the death of
the Presidents of Rwandaand Burundiin the plane crash near Kigalion April 6th,and the
subsequent systematic slaughter of Tutsisand moderate Hutus followed by rapid advance
by Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF) forces. Nevertheless, the scale and rapidity of the influx
surprised most agencies and observers.

Despite the scale and rapidity of the influx, rates of malnutrition, morbidity and mortality
during the first two months remained comparatively low. Measured in these termsthe
response by the local authoritiesand the international community were successfuland,
giventhe unprecedented nature of the influx,impressive. The experiencein NgaraDistrict
standsin contrast to the disastrous outcome of the, admittedly larger,influxinto Goma,
Zaire several weeks later. Though the response by agenciesworking in the water, sanitation
and health sectorswas vital to the success of the operation, the achievement of the agencies
involvedin the provisionand distribution of food assistance was particularly impressive.
Within the space of 2-3days WFP was obliged to supply the equivalent of approximately 155
tonnesof commodities per day. The general ration was to comprise cereals, pulses, oiland
salt. The only item missing from the ration during the first two months was salt.

The objective of this paper is to provide RRN members with an account of the food
assistance operationsin Benaco camp during the two months following the initial influx,
givingapreliminaryassessmentof the factors contributing to the comparative success of
theinitial operationandalso toexamine the issues from the Benaco experiencewhichare
pertinenttoother situations. Inevitably substantial difficultieswere encountered during
the operationand the paper discusses two of the principal difficulties, notably those
resulting fromalack of accurate information on the camp population and the relationship
between the two key UN agencies, WFP (responsible for the supply of the general ration to
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the camp)and UNHCR (responsible for coordinating the distribution of the food within the
camp). Thewriter's perspective isof afood coordinator employed by UNHCR during the first
fewweeks of the operation. The limited time available for preparing the paper did not
permitamore comprehensive review of operation examining experiencesinthe water,
sanitationand health sectorsandincorporating the perspectives of those NGOs involved in
theinitial response. Suchareviewwould require afunded study with access to the records
and personnel of manyagencies. This paper offersonlyapreliminary review butitis hoped
will share experiences and possible lessons from this very recent, and ongoing, operation.

2. Background: The Influx and the Camp

Almostall the refugeesin the influx of 28th Apriland the subsequent movementswere
Hutus, fleeing fromRwandain fear of reprisals from the advancing Rwandan Patriotic Front
(RPF). Many of them had already been displaced in Rwandabefore deciding tocross the
border. After the unprecedented movementduring 28th April, theinfluxcontinuedata
steady, though muchlower rate ofabout2,000-3000aday. Those arriving after the 28th
were mostly from the communes closest to the border,and had fled straight from their
villages. Although the numberscrossing the border started todecrease after aboutamonth,
the populationinBenaco continued to increase atasimilar rate to that occurring after the
initialinflux. Thiswas because several border crossings were used, many ofwhichwere
initially unknown to UNHCR. During the first two months of the operations, pockets of
refugees continued to be 'discovered justalong the Tanzanianside of the border. These
people were then encouraged to walk to Benaco.

Several campswere already inexistence inwestern Tanzaniaaccommodating refugees from
Rwandaand Burundiwho had movedasaresult of previousinstability in the two countries,
Thelargestand most recentexodus had been of Burundiansin the October/November
period of 1993when approximately 325000 had moved into Tanzaniafollowing the coup
detatandensuinginter-ethnicviolence. The response to thisinflux had been highly
problematicand malnutrition, morbidity and mortality rates had risen substantially above
normallevels. Inplanning the transfer of Burundian refugees to more permanentsites,
UNHCR and the Tanzanian authorities had identified asite of approximately 25square
kilometresatBenaco near Ngara townasapossible site foracamp of15-20,000 refugees. In
theface of suchamassive influxandinthe absence of other, readily available, sites the
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initial influx from Rwandawas directed to the Benaco site which quickly became the most
over-crowded aswellas the largest existing refugee camp. In June, pressure on the Benaco
sitewas reduced by the opening ofacamp at Lumasi,asite of 4 square kilometres,and the
movement of some of the Benaco population to the new site.

Initial camp organizationand programme implementation utilised the administrative
structures foundinRwanda, ie.geographical areasat the prefecture,communeand sector
levels. The camp was divided into the 20 communes fromwhich the majority of refugees
had comeand commune leaderswere used in organising the layout of the campandalso
iInmany aspectsof programme implementation. Food distributionswere initially organised
on a commune basis.

Theonlyagenciesinitially present, were those already working in the camps of Burundian
refugees, notably the International Federation of the Red Crossand Red Crescent Societies
(IFRC), the TanzanianRed Cross Society (TRCS)and MSF-France. These agenciesplayeda
crucial roleintheinitial response to the Rwandan influx. Many of the staff of these agencies
had beeninvolved in response to the influx of Burundian refugees and were determined not
toseearepeatof theappalling conditions that had developed. Thiswasanimportant
contributing factor to the comparative success of the response to the Rwandan influx.

UNHCR had already deployed members of the Emergency Unit following the death of the
Presidents of RwandaandBurundi. On 15th April teams had beendespatched to Zaire,
Ugandaand Tanzaniain the expectation thatanexodus could occur across one or more of
these borders. One of the senior members of the UnitwasinNgaraDistricton 28th April.
Whenthe influx occurredinNgara the teamsin Ugandaand Zaire were redeployed toNgara.

After the massive refugee influxonthe 28th Apriland the accompanying mediacoverage,
additional NGOsarrivedin Ngaraand established programmes. Some of these agencies had,
similarly to UNHCR and the Tanzanianauthorities anticipated an exodus fromRwanda.
Many of the NGOs already had offices in Nairobi and because of reductions in their
programmesinKenyaand Somalia, had the staffand infrastructure available to quickly
establish programmesinNgara. NGOsworking inBenaco camp in the first monthincluded:
CARE, TCRS,Concern, IFRC/TRC, MSF-Holland (MSF-H), MSF-France (MSF-F), MSF-Spain (MSF-S),
IRC, Oxfam, AICF. Other UN agencies involved in the operation were WFP and UNICEF.
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3. A Description of the Food and Nutrition Programmes Undertaken in
Benaco and an Assessment of their Effectiveness

Food supply to Ngara

Although the population that crossed the border on the 28th April was estimated at 170,000,
UNHCR immediately decided to use a planning figure 0f 250,000. Thistook intoaccount
possible inaccuraciesin theinitial estimate, and the continuing influx of refugees. The daily
food requirementsof arefugee population of thissize was 155 tonnes. ltwas decided touse
thesame ration compositionas that established for usein Rwanda, Burundiand for the
refugees fromBurundialready in Tanzania, ie. cereals (420 gm), pulses (120gm),oil 25gm),
salt(5gm),and later blended food (50gm). The cereal component for the firstmonthswas
white maize which was provided in whole grain form.

Fortunately,extensive borrowing of food for the Rwandan refugeeswas possible almost
immediately following the influx. Allfood for WFP programmesinRwanda, Burundi,
TanzaniaentersviaDar Es Salaam port. Consignmentsoriginally intended for programmes
inRwandacould therefore easily be diverted to Rwandan refugeesin Tanzania. Cerealswere
borrowed from the Tanzanian Strategic Grain Reserve store at Shinyanga, onlyadaysdrive
fromBenaco camp. More than 10,000 MT of white maize wasborrowed, whichwas
sufficient for 2-3month food supply for the newRwandan case-load. The source of pulses
was mostly through local purchase. Inaddition, ICRC managed their operationinRwanda
fromNgara,and had food storeson thissite. Food for the firstdistributioninBenacowas
in fact borrowed from ICRC stocks.

Even though precise information on the food pipeline, allocations, and dispatcheswas rarely
available from WFP orwhat had beenapproved for local purchase (see Section5) itwasclear
that for mostcommodities, there wasa2-3month stockin country,evenifthisinvolved
borrowing fromother programmesand would require subsequent replenishment. Atcamp
level however, there was never more thanathree day supply, which seriously hampered the
organisation of food distribution. Low food stocks at camp level often meant thatathree
day rationwasdistributed over afour day period resulting inaneffective reduction of the
ration level below the targetin theinitial distributions. The main problem experienced by
WFPintheinitial phase was the lack of trucking capacity,and also the poor road conditions.
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Theonlyitem missing from the general rationin the firsttwo monthsasaresultof
inadequate supplywassalt. InJune, the ration of blended food was reduced because
shortages in supply were anticipated.

Food distribution in Benaco camp

Food distributionswere organised andimplemented with the help of refugee leaderswho
were asked todivide the population into manageable units, to provide lists of families for
eachunit,andtoassistinthedistributionitself. Existing population divisionssuchas
communeand sector (asmaller unitthanacommune)were used. For thefirstfourweeks
(ie.untiltheend of May) the distributionswere carried out by the TanzanianRed Cross,
togetherwith IFRCand theRwandanRed Cross. Much of the populationwasalready known
totheRwandanRed Cross,as they had distributed food to the same communeswhen they
had been displacedinRwanda. The food distribution systemsetup in Benacowas the same
as that used in displaced camps in Rwanda.

Food distributionwasorganised onathree day cycle with rations for three days being
issued toapproximately one third of the camp population each day. Distributionswere
made from one central site, with up to 20 distribution points,each point usually catering for
onesector. Thenamesof heads of family were called out fromlists prepared with the
assistance of commune leaders. Using thismethod, it was possible tostart food distribution
almost immediately, but was a very lengthy and at times chaotic procedure.

Preventing over-distribution wasextremely difficultin the first fewweeks of the operation
asaresultofthelack ofaformalregistration of the camp population and the lack of
adequate controlsover the food supplied to the distribution pointsand the measuring of
rations for individual households. With acontinuinginflux of refugees,commune leaders
would inform the Red Cross of increases in their commune size but withoutany control, it
waseasy for these leaders toartificially inflate the size of their commune. TheRed Cross
had noway of verifyingwhether the stated increase in the commune population was
factually correct. At the same time, refugeeswho had spent time in the displaced campsin
Rwanda, were familiar with the system for distributing food and it was not difficult for
themtoinflate their family size, or register themselvesin more than one commune. Over
athreeday period during May the population indicated by the household lists prepared by
commune leadersincreased by almost 100,000 whilst the actual populationincrease over
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this period was probably around10,000. Aformal registration linked to theissuance of
ration cardsdid not take place until Julywhen the population indicated by the commune
leaders had reached 350,000. Asaresultof the registration process this figure was brought
down to 230,000.

The speedwithwhich the distribution programme had to beimplemented also meant that
therewasllittle control over the supply of food to the distribution sites,and during
distributionitself. Sites could be supplied with underweight bags without checks,and the
substantial numbers of refugees staff involved in carrying out the distribution meant that
over-scooping also occurred.

Amajor obstacle toimprovement of the food distribution systemwas the fact that the
distribution had tobe carried out continuously. There was never more thanathreeday
food supplyinBenaco,anddistribution had to take place everyday. Thedistribution
process, whichinvolved calling out the names of every household, often took over 12 hours
aday. Therewassimply notimeavailable for those involved to evaluate the system being
used and develop improvements.

Attheendof May,Concernand CARE became involved infood distributions so that
responsibility for different communes was divided between the Red Cross,Concernand
CARE. By this time, a basic system for reporting on food distributions had been
implemented by UNHCR, and it was only because of this that the problems of over-
distributionbecameapparent. Itwas clear that UNHCR had toassert some control over
increases inthe feeding population. Commune leaderswere therefore made to reportany
increasesin their population onadaily basis to the UNHCR Field Coordinator, rather than
directly to the distributing agency. UNHCR would then give the new figures to the
distributingagency,andarrangefor the pre-positioning of food on the appropriate
distribution site.

UNHCR's ability to verify population increaseswas limited. Itwas knownwhichcommunes
should haveincreasesin their populationinBenaco because UNHCR had established a
Border Team to monitor Rwandans crossing the border into Tanzania, but exact numbers
weredifficult todetermine. Attwo of the border crossings, refugees were given‘tokens'for
eachindividual crossinginto Tanzania. These tokens had tobe handedinatareception
center at Benaco, where the number of newarrivals for each communewas recorded,and
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the newarrivalswere giventheir initial three day ration. Thisapproachwasonly partially
successful. Notall refugees passed these two border crossings,and one of the border
crossingswas very close to the camp, which meantitwaseasy towalk back to the border
and collect a new token.,

Inadditiontoaninflated populationfigure for food distribution, the firstdistribution
reportsfrom the threeagencies showed substantial over-distributions. The quantities of
food distributed whendivided by the target ration for each beneficiaryimplied atotal
feeding population 20-30%larger than the populationaccording to the (inflated) household
lists prepared by commune leaders. Apossible explanationwas that the bagsof maizeand
beanswere underweightwhen delivered to the distributionsite. Another was that over-
scooping occurred particularly for oil and blended food such as Corn Soy Milk (CSM).

Distributing food to a population of unknown size, with commaodities in units of unknown
weight,andwith distribution being undertaken onadaily basis by three differentagencies
aswellasfood enteringand leaving the warehouse daily, meant that accurate reportingon
fooddistributionwasalmostimpossible. Thiswas certainly one of the factorsthat
contributed toadeteriorating relationship between UNHCR and WFP (see Section5). Atthe
same time, efforts to control the growth of the population according to the commune
leadersand organizing and reporting onfood distributions absorbed most of the time of
UNHCR field staff leaving little time for their coordination function and planning other
programmes.

Theability to control food distributions toalarge refugee populationisclosely linked to the
accuracy ofinformation on their numbers. Whichever method of food distribution is
eventually adopted, the number of beneficiaries needs to be known. Though the registration
inBenacowasin factone of the quickest registrations carried out by UNHCR when
compared with previous refugee situations, the Benaco experience once again shows the
need for refugees to be registered as soon as possible after arrival at a camp.

Supplementary feeding programmes
Aspartoftheiremergency relief package, the different MSF organisations workingin the

campimmediately established therapeutic and supplementary feeding programmes for
malnourished children. Thefirstsupplementary feeding programmeswere wet feeding
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programmes for moderately malnourished children. These programmeswereimplemented
asmatter of course, before assessment of the nutritional status of the refugee population,
although itwasgenerally agreed that the nutritional status of refugees onarrival appeared
to be good.

The mainaim of the wet supplementary feeding programmeswas to protect the most
vulnerable against possible shortagesinthe general ration. Serious problemsinthe supply
ofgeneral rationcommodities to the Burundian refugeesin Tanzaniainlate 1993 had
resultedinanincreasein the prevalence of malnutrition. Thiswas exacerbated by
subsequentdelaysinsupplementaryfood supply, when malnutrition had reached high
levels. MSF-Fin particular, was determined to preventasimilar situationoccurringin
Benaco. Itwasfeltthata curative'wet supplementary feeding programme could be
justified, even though the nutritional status of the population was thought to be good.

From the startof the operation, MSF-F initiated discussion onadry supplementary feeding
programme for allunder fives. If the main aim of supplementary feeding in thiscontextwas
prevention, rather thanalleviation of malnutrition, thenitwasfelt thatall those whowere
mostvulnerable to malnutrition should be assisted, not only those who were already
malnourished. The programme was strongly supported by UNHCR,and later also by MSF-
Holland and MSF-Spain. The programme was planned for aperiod of three months,in the
expectation that problemswith food supply and distribution were likely to occur during this
period. After the three month period,itwas hoped that more information would be
available onthe adequacy of the general food pipeline, and that the food distribution system
would be well established.

Anunusual feature of the supplementary feeding programmeswas that resourcingand
transportof certain supplementary food commodities, aswell as their distribution,were
sub-contracted to the healthNGOs. Anticipating delays, NGOs were unwilling to rely on WFP
or UNHCR for the supply of supplementary food. UNHCR agreed,and funded NGOs to
resource and transportblended food, oil, and sugar, where necessary. However,itwasalso
realised that discussions should startimmediately on WFP resourcing of supplementary
food, for programmes after the initial three month period.

Thedrysupplementary feeding programme for allunder fives has raised important
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questions for MSF, WFP and UNHCR. UNHCR made animportantstep forward in recognising
that problemsare likely toexistin food distribution and supply in the first few months of
anoperation,and that thereforeitisimportant to protect those whoare morevulnerable
tomalnutrition. For WFP, the programme proved controversial asitwas seenasdisplaying
alack of trustin WFPsability to supply an adequate general ration. Withinthe MSF family,
the programme has provoked a debate onwhether blanket feeding of children under five
inemergency situations should become general practice, or whether MSF could evenbegin
to take responsibility for the supply and distribution of general rations’

Nutritional and health status

Evenbeforeaformal nutritional surveywas carried out, the impression of all those working
with the Rwandan refugees was that they had arrived ingood nutritional condition. This
impression changedslightly after afewweeks, when itwas perceived that the newer
arrivals were in worse condition than those that had arrived earlier.

Eventhoughitwasextremely difficult tocarry outanutritional surveyinacampthesize
of Benacoand with noaccurate population figures, it was felt necessary toattemptsucha
survey. ltwasknown by late May that it was planned to transfer some of the refugeesat
Benaco totwo newsitesand that itwould notbe possible tocarry outasurvey during the
transfers. Ifasurveywas postponed until after the planned transfer had been completed
thenitwould be atleast three monthsinto the operation. In the light of the on-goingand
planned nutritional programmesitwasfelt necessary tohave anearly estimate of the
prevalence of malnutrition to judge the necessity for some of these programmesandalso
for subsequent evaluation purposes.

Arandom cluster surveywasundertaken in June, more than one monthinto the operation
atBenaco, by the NGOs involvedin feeding programmes, UNHCR and UNICEF. Atotal of 912
childrenunder 110cmwere assessed, of which 4.5%were found to be malnourished (<80%
weight-for-height). The surveyalso found that the coverage of the therapeuticand wet
supplementary feeding programmeswas 31.2%and that coverage of the measles vaccination
programmewas 90.2%. The low prevalence of malnutrition wasattributed notonly tothe
good condition of refugees onarrival, butalso the effectiveness of the response by NGOs in

2 At the time of writing MSF International is undertaking a feasibility study of the need for MSF to become

involved in food aid programmes.
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thefieldsofwater, healthandsanitation. The over-distribution of food could also have
contributed to the maintenance of good nutritional status. However, the lack of
distribution monitoringat the time, makes it difficult to say whether this over-distribution
occurredevenly over the entire refugee population,or whether only certainsectionsor
individuals within the population benefited. Judging from previous experiences the latter
is more likely to have been the case.

Thesuccessfulimplementation of the various programmes meant that morbidity and
mortality in the firstone to two months of the operation remainedlow. Thiswasa
considerable achievementconsidering the health risksassociated with the extreme
overcrowding in the camp. Crude mortality rates remained below 05/10000/day throughout
MayandJune. The principal causes of morbidity were malaria acute respiratory infections
and diarrhoea.

Evidence of alow prevalence of malnutrition questioned the need for the ‘curative'wet
supplementary feeding programme. There could be little justification foraprogrammeto
alleviate malnutrition,when only 4.5% of the population ismalnourished. Thesurvey,
however,only gave astatistically valid estimate of the prevalence of malnutritionin Benaco
asawhole,whereas this populationwas soon to be divided into three. Before decidingon
the closure of the wet supplementary feeding programme for all three future refugee
camps, itwas decided to carry outinvestigation on feeding center registrations, togetan
impression of differencesinmalnutritionin differentcommunes. One of thecommunesin
particular,was thought to have more malnutrition than others. Asthiscommunewasdue
toremaininBenaco,itwas thought there may be aneed to continue thisprogrammein
Benaco, but not in the other two new sites.

There was still felt to be sufficient justification for the dry supplementary feeding
programme for all under fives, as this was from the start meant to be a preventive
programme. Asagencieswerealready stretched, itwasagreed thatimplementation of this
programme could be delayedslightly. Agenciesinvolved inboth feeding activitiesand
sanitation felt that the priority should be the implementation of sanitation programmes.

Nutrition monitoring

Although the nutritional situation had remained good for at least the first two months of

10
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the operation, therisks of aserious deterioration in nutritional status werestill present.
Over-crowding remained aserious risk to health,and at the time of the nutritional survey,
water supply was only estimated at 4 litres/person/day, though this figure was based on
inflated population figures. Anincrease in morbidity, would obviously resultinanincrease
inthe prevalence of malnutrition,asdisease isone of theimmediate causes of acute
malnutrition (lowweight-for-height). At the same time, aregistration of the refugee
populationwas planned, which would almost certainly resultinareductionin the total
guantity of food distributed. The acceptability of whole grain maize as the cereal provided
in the general ration also had to be questioned (see below).

Carefulmonitoring of the situation was therefore necessary,and the use of afew basic
indicatorswas planned to provide an overall picture of changesin the nutritional situation.
These would be combined with morbidity and mortality rates to assess or anticipate
changes in the nutritional situation.

L New admissions to the therapeutic and wet supplementary feeding programme.
2. Nutritional contents of the ration received.
3. Market monitoring.

Aspartoftheir nutrition programmesin refugee camps, MSF now routinely carries out
Food Basket Monitoring which assesses the ration thatisactually received by refugees. This
involvesweighing the ration received for randomly selected familiesand calculation of the
nutritional contents of the received ration. In Benaco, this technique was taken one step
further toinclude the monitoring of food availability in the homes. Itwasknown thatsome
familieswere probably receiving more than one family ration and the existence of large
markets indicated that substantial trade was taking place. Knowing the totalamount of
food distributed did not tell theamountactually received by individual familiesor what they
consumed. InBenaco,sampleswere taken so that differences could be detectedin the food
received depending on the distributingagency and the receivingcommune. HealthNGOs
suchas MSF-HFSand AICFwould monitor twodistributions per month for each of the three
distributingagencies. Forty familieswere to be sampled ateach of these distributions,
coveringaminimum of three communes so thatatotal of 240 families would be sampled
every month. The same number of families, from the same commune assampledat the
distribution site,would be visited at home two days after the food distribution. Theactual

1
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families however were not the same.

Market monitoring isnot routinely done in refugee situations, but it was thought necessary
inBenacotogetanimpression of the developing food economyin the camp. At least five
major markets sprung up almostimmediately,which providedample evidence of tradein
refugee food and other items. Maize in particular wasacommonly traded commodity,
raising questions about the acceptability of this particular commodity to Rwandan refugees.
The pricesofallcommoditiesincluded in the general ration were therefore monitored and
inaddition the prices of plantain, sweet potato, cassava, sugar and greenvegetables
commodities commonly eaten by Rwandans. Firewood prices were also monitored.

4, Why the Initial Success?

Theassistance programmes to refugees in Benaco can be considered asuccess storywhen
compared tomany other refugee operationswhere the initial influxis often followed by
increased rates of malnutrition, morbidity and in some case mortality. Many factors came
together to makeatleastaninitial successstory of the relief operationsin NgaraDistrict.
Thissectionattempts toidentify and describe the principal factors. The fact thatthe
refugeeswereingood physical condition,in termsof their nutritionaland health status
(though notincluding mental healthand HIV) was clearly an important factor but thishas
been the case in other refugee situations,where the nutritional status deteriorated quickly
after arrival in the camp (Keen, 1992).

Preparedness

UNHCR'sEmergency Unit, asit nowexists, was established in 1991 following the recognition
of thelack of preparedness during the Gulf War and itsassociated population movements.
The mainfunctionsof the Unitare preparednessand rapid response toemergencies.
Preparednessisrealised bothintermsof materialand human resources. UNHCR has
established stockpiles of non-food items for refugees and other essentials such as vehicles
and computers. The Unit hasexperienced emergency officers,administratorsand
assistants,who can constitute emergency teams to be sentimmediately following or even
beforeananticipated refugee influx. Inaddition to the staff of the Emergency Unit, UNHCR
hasestablished anemergency roster. Regular staff sign up for the roster,and for aperiod

12
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of sixmonths these staff should be available to assistinanemergency at48 hours notice.
Theseinclude protection officers, publicinformation officers,and field officers. Workshops
iInemergency managementare held for staff on this roster,and trainingisalso organized
for government counterpartsand NGO implementing partners onaregular basis.
Permanent arrangements have been made with the UK Overseas Development
Administration, United Nations Volunteers, Radda Barnen,Emercom,Red Rand the Danish
andNorwegian Refugee Councils for the secondment of staff at short notice. The Centre for
Diseases Controlin Atlantacanbe called on for technical support. Asaresultofsuch
arrangements UNHCR had staffin Ngarabefore the influxandwasable tofield over 20
international staff in Ngara within two weeks of the initial influx.

This performance contrasts strongly with UNHCR's response in previous refugee
emergencies. The Somali refugee campsin North EastKenyaare an example of this, where
asingle Kenyan field assistant was left to cope on his own for many months following the
influx. Although many factors contributed to the delayed responsein this case, itwas only
when UNHCR was accused of ‘crimes against humanity'by another UNagency and MSF-B
that a greater response followed.

Favourable conditions in the host country

Experienced UNHCR and NGO staff were already presentin Tanzania toworkin the camps
withBurundian refugees, including health teams from MSF-Fwho could be transferred
immediately to setup programmesinBenaco,and IFRC delegatesand the Tanzanian Red
Crosstocarryoutfood distributions. Having staff with experiencein the Burundian refugee
campssetting up programmesin Benaco, greatly benefited the operation. Inadequate food
suppliesand dysentery epidemics had caused high levels of malnutritionand mortality in
these camps,and there was therefore great determination nottoseearepeatof this
situation developing with Rwandan refugees in Benaco.

The Tanzanian Governmentwas receptive to the plight of the Rwandan refugees,and
assistedinidentification of potential camp sitesand supported UNHCRs effortsin providing
assistance. Tanzania's food security arrangements for its own population, was of
considerable help to WFP in supplying food for the Rwandan refugees. Astrategicgrain
reserve had been established, and WFPwas able to borrow over 10000 MT of maize fromthe
storeinShinyanga-onlyaday'sdrive fromBenacocamp. Inaddition, Tanzaniahada
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sufficientsupply of beansin country for WFP to resource most of the beans for the first two
monthsof the operation throughlocal purchase. Other commoditiessuchasoiland
blended food, could also be borrowed fairly easily,asimported commodities for the
programmesinRwandaand Burundiallarrived viaDar Es Salaam port. Food availabilityin
Tanzaniafor theRwandan refugees was therefore better than had beenthe case inother
refugee emergencies. Food distribution,including allcommodities exceptsalt,could be
startedalmostimmediately. Due to problemsintrucking capacity,abuffer stock could not
be builtup at thesite of the campitself, but on every single day, sufficient cereals, beans, oil,
andblended food, would be available for at leasta three day ration. Thissituationisstill far
fromidealin termsof managingdistribution, but could have been muchworse, if food
availability as well as trucking capacity had been problematic.

Knowledge of Rwanda and refugee population

Many of the agenciesworking in Benacoalready had experience of working with the same
populationinRwanda. Some, such as MSF-Holland had been evacuated fromRwandawhen
the massacres commenced and the same teams were therefore available almost
immediately towork withRwandans in Tanzania. UNICEF staff fromRwandaalso came to
workinBenaco. Some informationwas therefore available on peoples livesin the displaced
campsinRwanda, how long these camps had existed, what relief food they had received and
what had beenacceptable, aswell assome knowledge of people'sway of lifein the rural
areas. The social and political structure was also known by these agencies.

Havingworked with the same beneficiary populationinRwanda, MSF-Hwas able to identify
already trained Community Health Workers (CHW),soacommunity health programme
could be startedimmediately. Further CHWs had to be trained, but the presence of at least
anumber of people who had been trained by MSF-H itselfin Rwanda, greatly speeded up
implementation of this programme. Inother refugee situations, people with some health
trainingare likely tobe presentamongst the refugees, butit often takes time toidentify
themandassess the extent of their training. Often therefore the training of community
health workers and other health staff is started from scratch.

The names of prefectures,communes,and sectorsin Rwandawere known,andeven the

approximate population ineachwere known from the 1991 census data, which had been
provided by the ICRC. Such basicinformationis notavailable in many refugee situations.
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Acampisoftenseenasahomogeneousgroupwhereasthisisrarely the case. However,
unlessanagency hasexperience inthe refugees country of origin, the speed withwhichan
emergency programmeisimplemented, often means that responsesare planned on the
basis of very limited knowledge of the beneficiary population.

Somali refugee campsin Kenyaagain provide agood contrast. When Somalis crossed the
border into Kenyaat Mandera, 92 separate clanswere registered by the local authoritiesand
townelders. Thisdivision of the population continued to be used by UNHCR for food
distributionandother programmesalmostoneyear into the operation. The lack of
knowledge of clan structuresin Somaliameant that not even the names of the clanscould
be verified, letalone the number of peopleineach clan. Itisnowknown that the number
of clansin theareaoforigin of the refugeeswas considerably less than 92 and that certain
sections of the population benefited from the system by creating fake clans. Someofthe
clanswere local (Somali) Kenyans,and the more powerful Somali clans were registered
several timesunder different names. For Rwandansin Tanzania, at least the names of
existingcommunesand sectorswere known, the maximum possible populationsize, and
the communeswhich should beincreasinginsize as theinflux continued,and those which
should remain stable.

Coordination

Therewasextremely good coordination between agenciesworking in Benaco camp,which
unfortunatelyis quite an unusual phenomenonin the usual chaos thataccompaniesa
major relief operation. Thismeant thatagencies presentin the camp could work effectively.
Itisquite common for UNHCRs coordinators tospend much of their time ensuring agencies
work together, or resolving differences between agenciesinvolved in the same programme.
This was not the case in Ngara.

Much of the success in coordination must be attributed to the UNHCR emergency
coordinator, herselfasenior member of UNHCR'semergency unit. Needs for programmes
wereidentified quickly,and agreements with agencies only made whentherewasaclearly
identified need for the services. Thislimited the number of agenciesworkinginthe camp,
andeachagency managedaclearly defined aspect of the programme, with no duplication
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ofactivities. UNHCR also rapidly had different sector specialistsin place, who could ensure
a coordinated approach to health, water, sanitation and food and nutrition programmes.

Even though three different MSF organizations (France, Holland, and Spain) had agreements
toworkin thecamp, they decided towork asone MSF. Thiseffectively reduced the number
of organisations amongst which consensus needed to be reached on programme
implementation, and considerably reduced UNHCR's burden in coordination.

Presence of relief infra-structure and supplies in Nairobi

Reductionsinthe funding for programmesin Somaliaand renewed insecurity in that
country meantthat many of the NGOs operating programmes there had withdrawn staff,
oreven halted their programmesaltogether. As many of these agencies had support offices
inNairobi,and ex-Somaliastaff wasavailable in Nairobi toestablishprogrammesin
Tanzania. Similarly,activitiesin the refugee campsinKenyahadalsobeenreducedasa
result of the stabilization of the situation and a reduction of the refugee population of about
200,000asaresultof repatriationand re-registrationactivities. Agency staff fromthese
programmes could therefore also be asked toimplement programmesin Tanzania. Asa
result,agenciessuch as CARE, Concern,IRC, MSF-Spain, MSF-Holland and Oxfamwere able to
rapidly deploy experienced personnel toNgaraDistrict. Thisincluded both purchasingand
logistics supportfrom Nairobi,and personnel were sentonmission toNgaratoassist. Not
onlywere the staffavailable, but these agencies had already established contactsin Nairobi
forsources of supplies, transportetc. Programmesin Tanzaniacould be supported from
Nairobiin the sameway that programmesin Somalia, Kenya,and South Sudanhad been.

Thelatedelivery of supplementary food for the refugee programmeinKenya,and the
possibility of local production of blended food onalarge scale also meant that these
commoditieswere readily available for the programmein Tanzania. Forinstance 1,000
tonnes of Dried Skimmed Milk had been requested by the UNHCR office in Nairobifor
programmesinKenyaat the end 0f1992, but the shipmentdid notarrive in the country until
August 1993, By this time, the needs for the following year were estimated at one fifth of this
amountduetothe reductioninthe prevalence of malnutritioninthe campsinKenyaand
the planned termination of supplementary feeding programmes. This food could quickly
be madeavailable for Burundian refugeesin Rwandaand Tanzania,and later Rwandan
refugeesin Tanzania. Similarly,200 MT of biscuits which had been ordered for the Kenya
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programmedid notarrive until approximately one year after the request was madeand
was therefore available for distribution in Ngara.

Several factoriesinNairobiareable toproduce blended food. Thiswasaninitiative
originally supported by WFP, UNICEF and UNHCR in 1992 to meet the needs of these
organizations for suchcommodities. When NGOs were sub-contracted by UNHCR to supply
supplementary food for the refugees in Ngara, they made extensive use of local production
in Nairobi.

Potential Threats to the Success Story

Despite the success of the initial operation thereisstillmuch thatcould change the
situationand resultinfuture less favourable overall assessments. Chiefamongst theseare
thesecurity situation within the campsand the risk of attention and resources being
diverted away from the campsin Tanzaniato thosein Zaire and the rehabilitation needs
within Rwanda itself.

Anincidentin Benacocampon5th Juneillustrates the potential threat to securityin the
camp. UNHCR discovered that one of theindividuals with a particular responsibility for
organising the massacres of Tutsisand moderate Hutus inRwandawas presentin the
camp,andhewasinstructed toleave. Later heand hisfamilyarrived at the UNHCR
compound saying that he was prepared togo, but his people'would notallow himtoleave.
Crowdsstarted gatheringaround the compoundwhich contained UNHCR and several NGO
personneland itwas soonsurrounded by several thousand men. Fortunately, thesituation
was defused after several hours but the man did not leave the campand the situation could
have had serious consequencesin termsofinjuries or deaths of staff, such was the degree
ofantagonism towards UNHCR at the time. Several agencies temporarily withdrew their
international staff fromworkin the camp. The conclusion reached by UNHCR was that they
had effectively lost control of the camp or that the reality was that control had always
rested with some of the leaders.

Thisincident led several NGOs, particularly those that had previously worked inRwanda, to

guestion theirassistance as they now realised that by working in Benaco, they were
assisting people who might have been responsible for the deaths of some of their staffin
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Rwanda. MSF-Finparticular initially refused to continue towork in the camp, whilst those
responsible for genocide inRwandawerestill present. International staff werewithdrawn
fromworkinthecampforatleastoneweek but later returned. Althoughall programmes
continued tofunction,andallagencieseventually returned toworkin the camp, the
situation remainsvolatile. The incidentunderlined theimportance of knowing the refugee
populationand the power relations thatexisted prior to their movement. Withoutsuch
knowledge those responsible for atrocities may be reinstated or even reinforced intheir
position of power, with the likely result being that the authority of UNHCR and the host
country authorities is jeopardised and that security in the camps may deteriorate.

Lessthanthree monthsafter theRwandaninfluxinto Tanzania,inexcessof lmillion
Rwandanscrossed over the borderinto Zaireat Gomacausingamajor humanitarian
emergency. Theworstfearsfor refugeesin Tanzaniacame truein Gomawhenacholera
epidemicspread rapidly through the populationkilling tens of thousands. Gomabecame
the focus ofamajor humanitarian aid operation. Benacowas nolonger the largestexisting
refugee camp,and Tanzaniawas quickly overshadowed by Zaireinterms of attention by the
media and the rest of the international community. Though the acute health and
nutritional needsinZaire clearlywarrantitbeinggiven priority by the international
community thereisavery real risk that attention and financial and personnel resources will
be reducedinNgara Districtand that the successful preventive programmes for Rwandan
refugees there willfalter. Recent reports of shigellaoutbreaksandincreased mortality in
camps in Ngara District would suggest that this may be the case.

5. The Usual Problems Magnified?
UNHCR/WFP cooperation

Discussionson rationalizing the respective roles of WFP and UNHCR in refugee feeding
operationsstartedin199L Newarrangementswere approved by theend of thatyear,and
the expanded responsibilities of WFP was foreseen in two phases (UNHCR; 1992). Phase one
of theimplementation of the newarrangementsstartedin January 1992 and this related to
the mobilization of resources. UNHCR had previously procured food commodities for its
own programmes or received food aid donations directly from bilateral donor
organisations,often resultinginuncoordinated food suppliesand rations missing essential

18



RRN Network Paper 6

items. From January 1992, WFP became responsible for the mobilization of all basic
commaodities, aswell as the necessary cash resources for related costs suchasmillingand
internal transport,storage and handling (ITSH). Phase twowhichcommencedin1993
involved WFP taking over responsibility for the actual operational arrangements for ITSH
up tothe Extended Delivery Point (EDP). Ingeneral, UNHCR attempts to have the EDPs
located at camp level to minimise further transport and other costs.

Under the latest Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) between WFP and UNHCR regarding
food aid for refugees (UNHCR/WFP;1994), WFP is also responsible for the management of
warehouses at the EDP.

Central to WFP/UNHCR cooperation is the monthly Food Availability Status Report (FASREP),
whichshould bejointly prepared. UNHCR providesinformation onfood distributed and
population projections for the following six months. WFP providesinformation onthe food
pipeline. The usual topics of discussion at meetings to prepare the FASREP are differences
between the populationasindicated by the number of rations being distributed and the
‘actual population,explanations for over or under-distribution,and the expectation ofany
bilateral donationsor in-country purchases. The FASREP s finalised by WFP inRome,and
isused toidentify any breaksin the pipeline. Inextreme circumstances, if WFP cannot cover
the gap, then UNHCR can assist in resourcing food.

With successive MOUs, WFP has become progressively more responsible for all aspects of
provision of food aid to refugees, whilst UNHCR remains responsible for the overall well-
being of refugees. Insome respects this represents an unsatisfactory state of affairs. WFP
takes on more and more of the logistical aspects of food aid to refugees, but is not
responsible for adeterioration of the nutritional status of refugees. UNHCRis responsible
for the well-being of refugees, but has no direct control over any aspect of the delivery of
food aid.

Food aid isseen by many as the means of saving lives,and the general perceptionis that if
foodisnot providedinsufficientquantityimmediately, people will inevitably die. It often
takes precedence over any other form of assistance. This means thatin the weeks
immediately followinga refugee influx many agencies, including WFP, UNHCR,and NGOs
involved in providing assistance, becomeinvolved inissues of food supply and distribution
or feel that they have something to say about it. Often the resultis confusionand

19



RRN Network Paper 6

unproductive mutual accusations.

InNgara, WFPwas extremely sensitive about providing information regarding the food
supply pipeline even to UNHCR staff with whom they were jointly responsible for preparing
the FASREP. Presumably such sensitivity was the product of uncertainties over the status
of the pipelineand high profile nature of the operation. Acomplication for the agency was
that its main sub-office outside Dar Es Salaam was in Kigomaand communications between
KigomaandNgarawere poor. Asaresult, the WFP officein Ngaraoftenhad nomore
information about the food pipeline than other agencies in Ngara.

Theinitial system of food distribution was acontinual source of friction between UNHCR
and WFP. Typically WFPwould claim that food stocksin Benaco were low because UNHCR
wasdistributing food toaninflated population and that diversion was taking place at the
distributionsite. Typically also UNHCR would claim that there wasno room for improving
the system because the low food stocks meant that food had to be distributed continuously,
and that theapparent over-distribution wasin factaresult of the provision of underweight
bags by WFP. WFPwould regularly assert that no improvement in food supply was possible
untilUNHCR had carried outaregistration, whilst UNHCR would argue that it was not
possible toimprove the system of food distribution until WFP improved their supplyanda
one month buffer stock was established.

Thesearguments may be illustrated by a WFP press release of 8 July, 1994 where it is stated
that

'WFP staff, who monitor food stocks at the central warehouse and
distribution points, report that large quantities of food are being stolen daily,
adding tothe problems of widespread over-distribution of food rationsat
camp level (WFP, 1994),

Thesame statement callsfor aregistration of refugees to'ensure that people do not receive
double rations'. Atthe same time 'distribution to the estimated 350,000 Rwandan refugees
has continued withoutinterruption’. Anearlier press release had stated that over-crowding,
lack of sanitation and shelter were the main problemsfacing the refugees. According to
WEFP therefore, the problems lay in areas for which UNHCR was responsible.
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Suchclaimsarecommoninrefugee food assistance operations. Problemswith the
provision of food aid to refugeesare attributed by UNHCR to problemswith food supply,and
by WFP to problemswith food distribution. Asa result, UNHCR staff dealing with food aid
spend much of their time monitoring the food supply, and WFP staff monitor food
distribution. They busy themselveswith monitoring the areas for which the otheragency
isresponsible, which can provide them with arguments for subsequent use in their defence.
Attimesitseemsthat the pointslikely to be made duringmeetingsinvolving the two
agenciesaresowellknown by the other side that it would almost be possible for the
responsible staff in UNHCR and WFP to switch roles.

Afurthersource of tension between UNHCR and WFP was the supplementary feeding
programme forall children under five years of age. The objective of thisprogrammewas
to prevent malnutrition, recognising that in most refugee situations, problemswith food
supply anddistribution occur atsome stage during the first months of the operation. As
WFPinNgarawasunable to provide detailed and up-to-date information on the food
pipeline, it had to be assumed by UNHCR and the agencies implementing the food
distributions that there was at least a possibility of future breaks in the pipeline.

Thefactthat the prevalence of malnutrition in the beneficiary population was so lowwas
notseenasanargumentagainstthe programme by NGOsand UNHCR, asthere are
numerous recorded cases of refugeesarriving in good condition, but due to problemswith
food supply, the incidence of malnutrition rapidly increased (eg. Somali refugeesin Ethiopia
iN1988-9, Burundian refugeesin Tanzaniaduring late 1993). WFP staff, however, felt that the
implementation of the under fives programme showed a lack of trust, which resultedin
heated arguments about the purpose of the programme.

Sales of food aid by refugees

Thesale offood aid by refugees has frequently been a cause of differences between WFP and
UNHCR. Itisnowgenerally accepted by bothagencies that refugees need tosell part of their
rationinorder to meetother basic needs not catered for by the various programmes of
assistance. However, itisdifficult to tell from markets whether the salesare the result of
refugee families selling their ration separately, whether the foodis being diverted prior to
orduringdistribution, orwhether certainsections of the population are acquiring
substantially more than their entitlementsand are therefore able tosellonasignificant
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scale. When theamount offood aid entering alocal marketissubstantial itisinvariably the
latter whichisassumed to be the cause. Nevertheless, the argument that food sales occur
because the refugee populationingeneral isreceivingtoomuchfood isstillextremely
common,

Theextent of the sale of food aid in Benaco was of great concernto WFP. Therewere five
marketsoperating inBenaco camp, four of which acted aslarge maize collectionsitesfor
traders. Tanzanian traderscame from far and often returned maize to the townsfrom
which WFP had transported it to the camp. Insome cases, the same truckswere even used,
inwhich case the traders payed the WFP hired drivers to take food out of the campagain.

The mostcommonly sold itemin the rationwas maize, which can be explained by the fact
that thiswasgiveninhigher quantities than the other commodities, butalso because this
isnotanormal partof diet of Rwandans,and was provided inwhole grainform. Thestaple
foodinRwandaare plantainand root crops such assweet potatoand cassava. Flour from
cassavaor sorghumissometimesused to prepare astiff porridge, and if maize flour had
been provided thiscould have been preparedinasimilar way. When tradersinthecamp
wereasked, they would say that they were taking the maize for milling whichwould then
be returned to the camp for sale as maize flour. Thiswasunlikely to have beenthe caseas
very little maize flour was seen on the market.

Certainly milling facilitieswere very limited. There wasonly one millinavillage near the
refugee camp, where most of the customerswere refugees,and had to pay 3000 Tanzanian
Shillings to millone bag of maize. Considering thatin the camp one bag of maize grain
would sellfor2500-3000 Shillings refugees would have to sell half their maize ration if they
wanted toeat maize flour. For 250,000 refugees thiswould mean daily sales of 525 MT maize,
so five 10 MT trucks could be expected to leave the camp daily just for this reason.

Atthetime, the population figure used for food distribution was 350,000, whereas the actual
populationwas later shown tobe 230,000. Aninflated populationwas undoubtably akey
factorinexplaining the large maizesales. Inall refugee situations, thereisinvariably a
difference between the population calculated on the basis of the number of rations
distributed, the registered population,and the actual population. InBenaco, the difference
may have appeared larger simplyasaresult of the large size of the population. InKenya
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where Somalirefugees inthree campswere not registered untilone year afterarrival,
rationswere giventoalmost double the actual refugee population. However, usingausual
campssize 0f 30,000 to 40,000, thiswould still mean adifference of only 30,000 between the
population apparently receiving rations and the actual population. In Benaco, the
populationindicated by the lists prepared by commune leaders could fluctuate by thismuch
or more in a matter of days.

Relative to the quantities of maize being sold, the quantities of beansand oil on the market
wereverysmall. Even though theyweredistributedinsmaller quantities, beansarea
traditional partof the Rwandan diet,and therefore much more likely to be eaten,and oil is
anessential partofanydiet. The CornSoy Milk provided was an extremely popular itemin
theration,and hardly seen on the marketatall, eventhoughalarge section of the refugee
populationwas not familiar with thisfood before they arrivedin Tanzania. Thiswasthe
onlyfood providedin the form of flour,and many different methods of preparation could
be seenwhenvisiting refugee'shomes. This could also explain the over-scooping of this
particular commodity during the distribution process.

The inability of controlling food distributions without registration

Thedifficulties of controlling the population indicated as being eligible for rations prior to
the July registration hasbeendiscussed above. The largestchangesintheapparent
populationinBenacooccurredinthefirst four weekswhenonly the Red Crosswas
distributingfood. Thisis nocriticism of the Red Cross, but rather highlights the difficulties
ingaining control of food distribution from the start of an operation,and especially if one
agency hastodistribute food to 100,000 people aday from one site on acontinuousbasis.
Atthistime,commune leaders came to the Red Crossdirectly toinform them of increases
intheir population,and the Red Cross had noalternative but toaccept their claims. UNHCR
had some estimates of the population, but these were not used for food distribution until
later. Numbers for the first weeks are shown below:

Date UNHCR Red Cross Food Distribution
11 May 229,816
19 - 21 May - 254,202
22 - 25 May 276,823 350,531
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| 26-28 May 281075 231,855 ||

Numbersare much lower on 26 May, because anew system of food distributionwasdue to
beimplemented the following day,and distribution to one of the groups was only completed
halfway at the last distribution using the old system.

Distributionswhen UNHCR provided the distributingagencies with numbersareshown
below:

Date UNHCR Distribution
29 -1 May 281,075 335,616
1-4June - 327,973
4-7June 325,126 275,270
7-10June 336,032 331,084
10-13 June 337,462 339,542
* estimate

Theapparent population now correlated more closely with UNHCRs estimated population
figure, butaswasshown by the registration in July, the actual populationwas only 230,000.
Thislarge difference had developed, even though UNHCR was engaged in daily negotiations
withcommune leaders to try and reduce the numbers requiring food. By the 13th June, the
feeding population of two communesactually exceeded the entire population of those
communes at the 1991 population census in Rwanda.

Evenwhenregistration hasbeen carried out, itisnotuncommon to have asubstantial
difference betweenthe apparent population and theactual population. Insome ofthe
campsinKenya, beforeare-registration was carried out there were approximately 10,000
more ration cards thanactual refugeesineach of the camps. Particularlywhenarefugee
influxis continuing, controlling the feeding population remainsdifficultevenaftera
registration has been carried out.

Even though there was over-distribution of food in Benaco, thisis not tosay thatall refugees
benefited equally from this. Some communes undoubtably benefited more than others,and

24



RRN Network Paper 6

within those communes, itis highly likely that those who had presented themselvesas
leaders benefited the most. At the same time that the overall feeding populationincreased
in May, the feeding population of certaincommunesactually decreased. None of the
refugees left the camp during that time.

Food distribution by community leaders, or with the assistance of community leaders, is
oftenseenastheonly option iffood distribution has tostartimmediately. If the beneficiary
populationis notwell known, thisallows the more powerful,or even criminal, members of
thesociety tocome forward and take control. Powerful leaders'hugelyincrease their
communesize, whilst less powerful communes may receive less than their entitlements.
These leaders may also induce their own people to make do with less than the ration they
areentitled tosofoodaid can be used for other purposes. Inthisway, food distributioncan
reinforce or distort the power relations that existed in the country of origin.

InBenaco, the commune leaderswere extremely powerful people within their societyand
in many cases had beenimplicated in,or evendirectly responsible for, the genocide that
occurredinRwandaduring April. These same leaderswere used by UNHCRand NGOs to
assistinfood distribution effectively reinforcing their power within theircommunities. It
could beargued that the reason many of the commune leaderswere presentin the camp
was toestablishabase fromwhich toorganise their men before return toRwandatofight
theRPF. Itislikely that leaders gave priority to menclosely allied to their political cause and
sold food for the same reason. Food effectively became a political weapon, which
perpetuated the instability that refugees had experienced in Rwanda,and reinforced the
power imbalance that caused the conflict (Ben Lark, UNHCR, personal communication).

The difficulty of estimating how much food was actually received

Itisclear thatthere were widevariationsin thesize of ration,as measured by energy
content, between differentcommunes, though ithas to be said that the range and median
values of these variationwere dependent upon the source ofinformation used. For instance,
information fromdistribution reports indicated that the daily energy contentof the ration
varied between 1,286 kcalsand 3183 kcals. The average number of kcals provided between
the 19th of May and the 11th of June would have been 2 341 kcals. Incomparison, information
obtained by MSF-Ffromits Food Basket Monitoring indicated that the energy provided by
thegeneral rationvaried fromaslowas!248 kcalstoas much as 3343 kcals. Inaddition,
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whendifferentcommuneswere monitored on the same day, the ration received by three
differentcommunesvaried between 2,240,1680and 1,344 kcals. MSF-H had found that for
the first month refugees received on average 2,700 kcals/day.

Considering the problemsassociated with food distributionin the initial stagesofan
emergency itisimportant thatagenciesagree on the appropriate methods for estimating
how much food familiesactually receive, as thereisavery real risk that agencies will simply
rely on that set of information which most clearly supports their arguments.

6. Issues for Refugee Programmes Elsewhere

Under the WFP/UNHCR arrangements relating to refugee food aid UNHCRs responsible for
food distributionand monitoring nutritional status. However, controllingand monitoring
food distribution has received little attention in the past. UNHCR fundsanNGO todistribute
foodwithlimited involvement of UNHCR field staff. Food distributionisrarely related
directly to the nutritional status of the population. Within UNHCR different staff or sections
areinvolved in these two aspects of the programme: the nutritionistin the Programmeand
Technical Support Sectionin Genevaisinvolved in monitoring nutritional status, whereas
the Food Unitand the Logistics sectionare involved in the logistical aspects of food supply
anddistribution. Inthefield,one group of NGOsis funded tocarry outgeneral ration
distributionsandanother group tocarry out those activitieswhich are generally seenas
‘typical nutrition activities' ie. supplementary feeding and nutritional surveillance.

When highlevels of malnutrition occur inarefugee population these are oftenassumedto
reflectupon the performance of the system for supplying of general rations rather than
distribution methodsemployed. Evidence from refugee campsinKenyashowsthat the
total quantity of food distributed inacamp does not necessarily relate to the nutritional
statusofapopulation. Here the apparent population could be double the actual population
whilst the prevalence of malnutrition rates was extremely high (30-40%<80% weight-for-
height). One of the main causes of malnutritionin these campswas the inequality of the
food distribution system. When the food distribution systemwas changed total food supply
decreased but so did malnutrition rates.

Nutritionistsworking in refugee camps for NGOs undertaking health programmes may
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calculate the number of calories received by an individual by weighing the ration received
forarandomnumber of familiesand relate this to the nutritional status of the population.
Whenthe nutritional content of the rationis less than what the refugees are entitled to this
isofteninterpretedinrelationto the supply of food aid to the camp not the distribution
process itself. Key questions such as:

# Was the low ration a result of low food availability in the camp?
# Was food available but not distributed?

# Was food not distributed equally?

# Was food provided but not accepted by the refugees?

often cannotbeanswered by NGOsimplementing health programmesastheyarenotina
position to monitor the NGO responsible for distributing the general rationand often do
not have access toinformation on the entire food chain. HealthNGOsand UNHCR also have
differentobjectivesindistribution monitoring. Whilst UNHCR ought to be monitoring the
performance of the system for distributing general rations as well as how much food
refugeesactually receive healthNGOs are concerned, fromanutritional perspective, with
how much food refugees receive and how it is used.

Only UNHCRisinaposition to combineinformation onall aspects of food and nutrition for
refugees. Asaresultofitsjointresponsibility for preparing the FASREP it should receive
information on food supply to the Extended Delivery Point. Asthe effective contractingand
supervisingagency of the NGOs distributing the general ration, it should receive information
onactual food distributions. Asthe coordinatingand insome cases contractingagency for
the NGOsinvolved in health programmes, UNHCR should receive information on food
distributed at the distributionsite and the sale or exchange of food in the marketand the
results of nutritional surveillance. Despite its position in relation to these various agencies
informationonallaspects of the food aid provided in refugee campsis not routinely
analysed by UNHCR to assess the causes of food or nutritional problemsandwhere
improvementis necessary. Thisis partly the result of organisational arrangementswithin
UNHCR but italso stems from the complexities of food distribution and the fact that these
complexities have not been sufficiently recognised or investigated. Particularly during the
firstmonthsfollowingarefugeeinflux thereisalack of controland monitoring of what
happensduring food distribution. Such difficulties need to be better addressed rather than
be allowed tofester and become the source of inter-agency differencesand threats to the
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well-being of the refugees.
Controlling and monitoring food distribution

Food distributionintheinitial stages of a refugee influx isextremely difficult. Because of the
difficulty of organising formal censusesand registrations there is usually aperiod of several
monthswhere food has to be distributed to unregistered populationsabout which little is
knownwith respect tosocial organisation, customsand power relationswithin the society.
Insuchsituations the assistance of refugee representativesisusually essentialin carrying
outthefooddistribution. Butif the populationis notwellknown to those providing
assistance, how can abuse by powerful sections of the population be prevented? Without
knowledge of the normal functioning of society in the refugees home country, normal
leadership structures,and how these have beenaffected by the conflictor famine that
caused the refugee influx, itisextremely difficult to setup adistribution systemwith the
help of refugees thatensures fair and equitable distributions. Recent refugee operationsin
Kenya, Tanzania,and now Zaire,show that food distributionswith refugee participation
have beenabused by those who presented themselves as leaders with unfair distribution
practices being the result.

Alternatives must therefore be found. If the population isknown to those providing
assistance, refugee representatives must be selected whoare likely to distribute food fairly.
Theymustbe selected by the agency, or traditional elders, rather than simply inviting
leaders to come forwardand accepting themwithout question. Itismore likely, however,
that the refugee populationis not wellknown,or that it will take time tounderstand the
dynamicsof the refugee camp. Refugee representatives other than supposed leaders could
be used as the conduits for the assistance provided. For instance, population demographics
could be used to provide every womanwith acertain number of rations, regardless of family
size, onthe assumption thatwomenare likely todistribute food more equitablyamong the
population.

If alternatives todistribution by leaders cannot be foundimmediately, it must be recognised
thatfooddistributionsare unlikely to be fair,and the most vulnerable sections of the
population must be catered for by other programmes. The programme of distributingdry
rations toall under fives by NGOsinvolved in health programmeswould be an example of
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such an approach.

However, togain control of food distribution, formal registration and distribution of ration
cardsshould be carried outassoonas possible as thisis fundamental to the establishment
ofafairandequitablegeneral ration. Ensuring that UNHCR, perhaps with the support of
other agencies, has the capacity to mount such registrations during an influx or
immediately thereafter and to monitor the distribution process more closely than hasbeen
thecase, isvital. UNHCR hasalready taken considerable steps toimprove registration of
refugees. The Emergency Unit hasstockpiled the items necessary for registrationand has
prepared registration guidelines for field staff. Aregistration experthasbeenappointedin
Nairobi,who can be deployed immediately when needed. For these reasons, registrations
could be carried outonly2monthsafter refugeesarrived in Ngara- significantly quicker
than was the case with other refugee populations.

Some basic indicators need to be routinely monitored. Such indicators ought to include:

# differences between feeding population/registered population/actual population
# analysis of over or under distributions and who benefits

# what ration do refugees actually receive

# what do refugees actually eat

Alllogistical aspectssuch as food leaving the warehouse, pre-positioning on distribution
sites,actual number of people coming for distribution and amount distributed, scooping of
rations, food lost,damaged and returns to the warehouse need to be accurately monitored.
If thisis to be carried out effectively it will require the employment of more monitorsand
clerks at the warehouses and distribution sites by UNHCR.

Ideally, as the refugee operation becomes protracted, refugees should participate
increasingly in the process of food distribution. UNHCR would have shown clear control
initially, but after some time the refugee population will be better known, and a
participatory system can beimplemented thatis likely towork. Examples of thiswould be
block allocationsto selected food committees representing the differentsectionsinthe
camp,or distribution tosmall groups of refugeeswhowould then divide the food between
themselves. Thissystemis preferable intheendas thereisgreater beneficiary responsibility
infooddistribution,and the processisless costly and labour intensive. It will stillhowever,
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require close monitoring by UNHCR to prevent abuse.
Nutrition monitoring

NGOs undertaking health programmesin refugee camps have asubstantial role toplay in
nutrition monitoring. Animportantaspectofsuch monitoringis the assessmentof the
amountof food that refugeesactually receive. The calculation of the nutritional contents
ofthe rationsuppliedis problematicin most refugee situations. Onlywhere thereisan
accurately registered population with every family holdingaration cardandfoodis
distributed equally,can thisbe asimple calculation of total food supplied divided by the
population. Thisisrarely the case, especially in the first months following a refugee influx.
Eveninthe mostorganised food distribution systems, there isalwaysadifference between
the population fed and the actual population. MSF hasalready institutionalised Food Basket
Monitoringasan essential aspect of their refugee assistance programmes. Thisshould
become general practice inall refugee situations with the methodology agreed on between
NGOsand UNHCR. Before thiscan happen however, it has to be recognised, that food
distribution reportscannottellaccurately theamount of food received by refugees, or
whether every refugee receives the sameamount Inequalitiesinfood distributionarelikely
to occur to some extent in all refugee situations.

Market monitoringwas seen asan essential aspect of nutrition monitoring in Tanzania. As
the exchange of refugee food rations for other food or non-food itemsisageneral practice,
there should be some knowledge aboutwhat commaoditiesare exchanged, and the terms
of trade betweenitemscommonly soldand bought. Thiswould provideabetter picture of
what food refugeeswill eventually consume and can also give valuable information on the
acceptability of the commodities being provided in the general ration.

These two types of information, together with morbidity and mortality rates,and entries
into the feeding programme, would give agood picture of changes, or even expected
changes, inthe nutritional condition of the population. Large scale nutritional surveys
would still be needed to confirm information provided by other indicators, but would not
need to be carried out as frequently.

Selective feeding as a preventive measure?
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Thesupplementary feeding programmesin Benaco highlighted several issues that will
require further consideration by agencies. Should wetsupplementary feeding programmes
beanessential partof the standard refugee relief package regardless of the nutritional
condition of the beneficiaries? If the nutritional status of the populationisgood,are
selective feeding programmes for all under fives justified to prevent malnutrition?

Ifwe recognise that there are likely to be problemsin food supply and distributionin the
firstmonths ofanoperation, targeting the most vulnerable to malnutritionwithaseparate
programmewould seemtobejustified. Thisrequiresamajor re-thinking of supplementary
feeding policy by NGOsinvolved in health activitiesasaprogramme to feed all under fives
isofamuchlarger scale than asupplementary feeding programme for malnourished
childrenalone. The resourcing of supplementary food by UNHCR and NGOs would also
appear toneed re-thinkingas such programmes can only be effective in preventing
increasesin malnutrition ifimplemented quickly. Inmost cases thiswould mean funding
NGOsto resource and transport the food to the camps. For the NGOs thiswould meana
much larger logistical input thanis required for their current programmes. Finally, WFP
should be more realisticand less defensive about the possibility of breaksin the food
pipelineinthe firstmonthsfollowingamajor refugee influxand the need for the agencies
directly responsible for the well being of the refugees to plan and establish programmes
thatallowfor such eventualities. For its part UNHCR mustaddressits responsibilitiesin
relation to the establishment of distribution systems which are fair and equitable.
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Relief and Rehabilitation Network

The objective of the Reliefand Rehabilitation Network (RRN) is to facilitate the exchange of
professional information and experience between the personnel of NGOs and other agencies
involvedinthe provision of reliefand rehabilitation assistance. Members of the Network
areeither nominated by their agency or may apply onanindividual basis. Eachyear,RRN
members receive four mailingsineither English or French. ANewsletter and Network
Papersare mailed to membersevery Marchand September and State of the Art Reviewson
topicsinthereliefand rehabilitationfield every June and December. Inaddition,RRN
membersareable to obtain advice on technicaland operational problems theyare facing
fromthe RRN staffin London. Amodest charge is made for membership with ratesvarying
in the case of agency-nominated members depending on the type of agency.

TheRRNisoperated by the Overseas Development Institute (ODI) in conjunctionwith the
European Association of Non-Governmental Organisations for Food Aid and Emergency
Relief (EuronAid). ODlisanindependent centre for development researchandaforumfor
policy discussion onissues affecting economic relations between the Northand Southand
socialand economic policies within developing countries. EuronAid provideslogisticsand
financing services toNGOs using EC food aid in their relief and development programmes.
Ithas25member agenciesand four with observer status. Itsofficesare locatedinthe
Hague.

For further information, contact:

Relief and Rehabilitation Network

Overseas Development Institute

Portland House, Stag Place

London SWIE 5DP

United Kingdom

Tel:+44 (0)20 7303 1674/1631 - Fax: +44 (0)20 73931699
Email: rrn@odi.org.uk

Website: www.oneworld.org/odi/rr




