THE CASE FOR CIVIL SOCIETY LED EMERGENCY REPSONSE 

In the year since Cyclone Nargis, Paung Ku relief response has reached over 680,000 beneficiaries in Yangon and Ayewaddy Divisions by giving micro grants (up to $USD 7,000) to small pre existing community based groups who defined their own relief and recovery activities. This approach was streamlined from a Paung Ku funding and capacity building mechanism which was operational since 2007. The total budget for the response (in 12 months since the cyclone) was $US 1.45 million of which 87 per cent was used for grant disbursals which went directly to the community level. 
Could this kind of civil society led response to relief and recovery present an alternative to externally led sector based responses? Presented below are reflections on the Paung Ku experience and the advantages and possible limitations of this approach.
Please note that this paper focuses on Paung Ku’s work with community level civil society response. It does not discuss the diverse and valuable contribution of the many larger Myanmar civil society organizations nor does it claim to represent the vast number of other local civil society initiatives.
RESPONSIVE 
As the micro projects were designed entirely by village organizations themselves, the approach allowed survivors to specify exactly what needs they wanted to prioritize. Of particular interest was the remarkable degree of variation amongst the hundreds of proposals received. This points to the highly varied needs in different communities in the weeks after the Cyclone and puts into question the concept of homogenous responses.

Also of interest was the rapidly changing pattern of priorities both over time and in different geographical regions. By observing these changes in proposals it is possible that a more rapid and accurate picture of the situation could be gained than through larger scale sector based needs assessments. For example, while the larger international response was focusing on distribution of relief supplies in the immediate weeks after Nargis, Paung Ku was funding a number of proposals related to early recovery (seeds, fishing equipment etc). In some areas, communities wanted to move to early recovery far sooner than was perceived by most external actors.
FLEXIBLE
With a rapidly changing situation and a large number of actors, it is essential that responses are flexible. Many of the organizations funded by Paung Ku, changed 
the nature of their projects from what was stated in the original proposal (25% of action plans were changed after disbursal). The changes were largely related to the type of assistance provided, for example, from food to non-food items, or from seed purchase to diesel. When faced with market changes or unexpected distributions from other agencies, local groups were able to respond flexibly and adjust their planning according to opportunities or needs. 
RAPID 
As all the activities conducted in the micro projects were done by villagers themselves, Paung Ku did not have to recruit large operational teams. Therefore, the implementation of the response could begin immediately with a minimum staff structure (of ten people, the majority of whom were in the Delta). Meanwhile, the ‘surging’ of staff in sector based responses took several weeks or months which in turn delayed full scale implementation. Through the Paung Ku mechanism, the response could begin within days and almost 120,000 beneficiaries were reached in the first 30 days through funding one hundred and fifty groups to do village based activities. As the Paung Ku response was largely dependent on local actors it was also much less hindered by issues of access and permission. 

EFFICIENT
In the last 12 months, over 87% of the Paung Ku Nargis Response budget went directly to village level groups in the form of grants. The indirect costs incurred by the CBOs themselves were minimal (at 5% of total budget ,which was mostly used for local transport). Therefore, 82% of the Paung Ku Nargis Response budget was spent buying locally available relief items that were directly received by beneficiaries. 
87% of the Paung Ku Nargis Response budget was used for grant disbursals which went directly to the community level.
ACCOUNTABLE
While it is impossible to accurately trace exact spending of grants especially from the early weeks after the cyclone, all of Paung Ku’s subsequent monitoring and auditing points to very low levels of misappropriation. What the Paung Ku experience primarily shows is that small teams of experienced, national community development practitioners can, with simple procedures, discern most illegitimate proposals at the application stage. Ultimately, approximately ten per cent of proposals were rejected by the project teams, some because of legitimacy questions, others because of project quality reasons.

Further, while evidence is still being developed, it is likely that if local groups themselves define priorities and apply for funding for micro projects for their own communities, they are more likely to be downwardly accountable to beneficiaries. External staff or committees formed by external actors may have less sense of ownership and responsibility to local beneficiaries.

CATALYTIC

It is clear from both the number of applications received and subsequent monitoring, that micro project funding acts as a stimulus for activity within existing civil society. 
Further, while Paung Ku did not collect information on local market activity during the relief response, as relief items were almost all purchased locally, it is likely that this also acted as a stimulus to local markets. 

SUSTAINABLE

By focusing capacity building (mentoring and training) on groups formed by communities themselves and particularly on those that existed prior to the emergency, Paung Ku sought to maximize longer term recovery opportunities and disaster preparedness. Where activities are led by external staff and supported by externally formed village committees, it is unlikely that there will be sustainability of village level activities beyond the funding period.
QUESTIONS AND LIMITATIONS 
While much points toward a larger place for civil society in leading emergency responses, Paung Ku identifies several key questions and possible weaknesses in the approach.

Is a civil society led response alone unable to gain full coverage of affected areas?
As the Paung Ku system relies on CBOs own applications, it is extremely difficult to ensure equitable or needs based targeting of villages. Even in the areas of highest grant concentration, Paung Ku only had limited population coverage. 
Is a civil society led response less effective in the most severely affected areas? 
Over the 12 months since the cyclone there has been a concentration of CBOs applying to Paung Ku in the areas which were moderately to severely affected. However, while there are several examples of grants from the most severely affected areas (where there was greatest loss of life), these areas are slightly less represented. 
Are local CBOs in the most severely affected areas largely reliant on external actors to deliver relief supplies?
The Paung Ku approach works on the assumption that there are relief supplies available for local purchase. In the immediate post disaster phase, it is possible in some areas that markets are so disrupted that relief supplies are not obtainable locally. 
Could a poorly facilitated civil society led approach ultimately cause more damage to civil society than an externally led approach?
While many funded groups were strongly accountable to their communities, Paung Ku also experienced many examples where local groups sought very little participation or feedback from their own communities. Due to this variability, a focus on preexisting civil society groups is no guarantee of gaining strong community participation. Paung Ku also experienced some cases where funding with (relatively) large amounts of money in a short period caused increased conflict in pre existing groups. Therefore there is also the possibility of causing long term harm to groups.
Do emergency responses require external direction in order to guarantee best practice?
A local civil society led response may also be limited in its ability to challenge socially accepted norms. For example, there were no applications to Paung Ku relating specifically to gender or issues of child protection. Further, the Paung Ku approach may not always be able to deliver ideal technical solutions. For example, some solutions related to issues of health or water and sanitation require external expertise beyond the capacity of local groups. 
CONCLUSION 

It is clear that there are many compelling advantages to a local civil society led approach. However, we have also seen that this kind of approach in isolation would likely be insufficient. Ultimately, one clear conclusion is how much still needs to be learnt about the potential of a civil society led emergency response, not only as a means of responding to disasters but also in building longer term resilience and community capacity.
Paung Ku is a consortium initiative started in 2007 to learn through funding and capacity building of local groups.

Comments or Questions can be directed to Paung Ku Advisor Mr Tamas Wells twells@savechildren.org.mm 
