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Executive Summary 
 
A review of the Emergency Shelter Cluster response to Cyclone Nargis in Myanmar was 
conducted on behalf of the International Federation of Red Cross/Red Crescent Societies nearly 
one year after the disaster.  The review, consisting of a desk study, interviews with stakeholders 
involved and a country visit, is intended as a lessons learned exercise to highlight achievements 
and challenges during the emergency shelter response, and provide recommendations for 
future implementation. 
 
Myanmar was a particularly difficult context in which to operate due to international staff 
restrictions on travel both to and within the country, and a deficit in communications. Agencies 
working post-Nargis were thin staffed and faced significant logistical hurdles. As one 
respondent noted, “everything about the operating environment in Myanmar tested 
organizations’ capacities.” Despite these obstacles, the emergency shelter response has been 
recognized as one of the strongest clusters. A professional and committed coordination team, 
large buy-in from cluster members and rapid scale-up all contributed to a robust and timely 
response.  
 
Respondents noted some opportunities for improvement and areas where the cluster could 
have been improve made recommendations, summarized below: 
 
Cluster Activation 
• The Emergency Shelter Cluster co-chairs should adopt a clearer and faster decision-making 

process for determining cluster lead.  The origin of the emergency should be considered (e.g., 
conflict- or disaster) but so should the availability of resources and on-the-ground capacity.  

 
• The cooperation between IFRC and UNHCR demonstrated in Myanmar was excellent. In the 

future these agencies should continue pooling resources (e.g. sharing office space and 
administrative resources) when appropriate to strengthen the cluster response.  

 
Bangkok/Yangon Clusters 
• In future similar contexts, the Bangkok-Yangon decision-making model should be replicated 

where actors outside the operation provide transportation, procurement and logistical 
support to the field site and all operational decisions are made at the field level.  

 
• A Joint Procurement Initiative (JPI) is a potentially useful scheme, but it must be established 

at the outset of the emergency in order to be effective. The Global Cluster should look into 
replicating this model and advocating for it with donors. 

 



[5] 

 

Emergency Shelter Cluster Leadership 
• Cluster leadership should continue drawing personnel from non-lead agencies. In this case, 

including CARE ensured viewpoints outside of IFRC were incorporated into the leadership, 
and promoted buy-in from cluster members. 
 

• Cluster activities should continue being separate from IFRC operations to ensure 
unambiguous roles between the two structures.  

 
Technical Working Group (TWIG) and Strategic Advisory Group (SAG) 
• Ensure an IM presence in SAG meetings as much of the discussion in these meetings directly 

affects the activities of the cluster. Also the IM focal point can ensure messages that from the 
field and other members get communicated to the SAG/TWIG and that these are adequately 
addressed.  

 
Emergency Shelter Cluster Strategy 
• The cluster should consider establishing regional preparedness hubs in disaster prone areas 

that can focus on procuring, pre-arranging and defining regionally appropriate kit contents, 
developing shelter designs and standards, building capacity of national staff capacity 
(especially around on assessment and coordination) to minimize time for these activities after 
a disaster. This kind of arrangement can also help to ensure consistency in procurement and 
delivery to beneficiaries.  
 

• As soon as possible, a basic local market assessment should be done and information 
disseminated to cluster members. 
 

• Although some agencies deviated from this policy, the decision to supply two plastic sheets 
per family ensured consistency in the operation and was useful for information management. 
Consensus and consistency in delivery and amounts of items should be replicated in other 
operations.  
 

• A regularly updated list of suppliers of core kit contents with prices and frame agreements 
should be made and distributed. If this is already available, ensure that it is available to 
cluster members and that it is useful to them.  

 
Coverage 

• Quality control is important to ensure that distributed materials are safe and useful in 
the medium and long term.  
 

Information Management 
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• The strength of the information management network underscored the predictability of the 
cluster role. Agencies noted that they could count on reliable information to provide an 
important starting point to their work. The approach to information management in Yangon 
should offer a useful model for future emergencies.  
 

• Establishing reporting templates with clear guidelines will add value to agencies' own data 
collection and analysis and also facilitate consistent information disseminated to the cluster. 
The templates used in the Myanmar context proved useful and could be replicated in future 
operations. 

 
Post-Nargis Joint Assessment (PONJA) 
• An assessment as comprehensive and involved as PONJA can yield findings critical for 

multi-sector operations and funding. The cluster should work to educate authors who may 
be more focused on longer term development than on emergency operations, and encourage 
closer links between them and the cluster’s strategy.  

 
Inter-Cluster Coordination 
• Links between relevant clusters such as shelter, logistics and WASH and Early Recovery 

should be further formalized and strengthened so that there are consistent associations in all 
future operations. 
 

• Joint reporting formats with information managers from other clusters can help provide an 
accurate overall picture of distributions. This is an area that should be continued and 
strengthened in future emergencies.  

 
Local Agency Involvement 
• The cluster should hire, as early as possible, local counterparts for each position – IM, 

Technical and coordinator to ensure local voices are integrated into the response and help 
develop capacity. 
 

• Resources at local Red Cross Red Crescent Societies should be used more often and with 
greater involvement. In addition, the role of the cluster and the rationale for separation from 
operations should be made clear to local Red Cross Red Crescent Societies. 
 

• Although attempts were made to include local actors, improvements should be made earlier. 
At a minimum, translation at cluster meetings and of relevant documents and guidelines 
should be standard so that local actors feel welcome and can participate. 
 

• As part of preparedness activities in disaster prone areas, local actors should be identified and 
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trained so that they can carry out some activities that internationals may not be able to due to 
geographic or governmental restrictions. 

 
Beneficiary Involvement 
• The cluster should build accountability mechanisms into all of its response areas to ensure 

appropriate local participation in the design and implementation of projects. Although field 
visits were challenging initially, soliciting feedback from beneficiaries is crucial for a 
responsible operation.  

 
Cross-Cutting Themes 
• Encourage cluster members to consider environmental impacts in both emergency 

distributions and longer-term recovery planning 
 
Transition to Early Recovery 
• Ensure that UNHabitat and UNDP are incorporated into cluster leadership within the first 

weeks of the disaster.  
• Consider the IFRC taking on an extended coordination role into recovery phase. 
• At the global level, ensure that UNHabitat is adequately funded to take on cluster lead role in 

advance of the early recovery phase.  
• Educate donors on transition to early recovery and advocate for lifting of funding restrictions 

by donors.  
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I. Introduction 
 
1.1 Cyclone Nargis and the Impact on Shelter  
 
On May 2 -3, 2008 Cyclone Nargis struck the Ayeyarwady and Yangon Divisions of Myanmar. 
The damage was the most severe in the Ayeyarwady Delta region, where extreme winds 
generated storm surges that reportedly exceeded five metres in some areas.1  The cyclone 
severely affected 2.4 million people, roughly half of the total 4.7 million people living in the 
affected Townships. The official death toll was an estimated 138,000 persons killed and 19,359 
injured. Cyclone Nargis was the worst natural disaster in the recorded history of Myanmar, and 
the third deadliest storm ever recorded at a global level.2  
 
According to EMMA findings, over 450,000 houses were completely destroyed and 350,000 
damaged.  In rural areas, the housing damage was especially severe where most houses were 
made of thatch with leaves for walls. See Map 1 below for the assessed damage in the region. 
 
Immediately after the disaster, an estimated 239 temporary formal and informal settlements 
arose. Of these, 70% were in monasteries, 28% in public buildings and 2% in tented camps. The 
highest numbers of homeless people in temporary settlements were in Labutta (34,000), Bogale 
(15,500), Myaungmya (12,000) and Pyapon (9,700), and townships in Ayeyarwady, and 
Kungyangon (20,000) in Yangon Division.3 The UN estimated that 91,000 people were sheltered 
in settlements in their townships of origin, while 25,000 were displaced to settlements in other 
townships.4  
 
 
 

                                                            
1 Turner, Robert. Baker, Jock. Myo Oo, Zaw. Soe Aye, Naing. Inter-Agency Real Time Evaluation to Cyclone 
Nargis. 17 December 2008.  
2 EM-DAT Emergency Events Database. Available 
http://www.emdat.be/Database/DisasterProfile/profiles.php.  
3 OCHA Situation Report No. 18 22 May 2008 
4 OCHA Situation Report No. 16 20 May 2008 
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1.2 Purpose and scope of review 
 
In accordance with the International Federation of the Red Cross/Red Crescent’s (IFRC’s) 
commitment to continually review and improve its role as cluster lead for emergency shelter, 
the Secretariat commissioned the following review of the Emergency Shelter Cluster (ESC) 
response to Cyclone Nargis. This assessment covers the first three months of the response when 
IFRC was the emergency shelter cluster lead. This exercise is intended to gauge achievements 
and challenges during the emergency shelter response, and provide recommendations for 
future implementation.  
 
1.3 Methodology 
 
The assessment methodology involved a desk review (see Appendix F for documents 
consulted) and interviews with stakeholders that participated in the emergency shelter response 
(see Appendix E for persons consulted).  The review also included a field visit to Yangon to 
meet with local stakeholders and other actors still in country after the emergency. The 
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information gathered and documented here is based on previous reports and on stakeholder 
interviews. For more detail, see Appendix B for the Terms of Reference. 
 
1.4 Limitations 
 
This study suffers from several limitations. First, the review was undertaken close to a year after 
the emergency phase was initiated, and many of the stakeholders involved in the initial 
response are now involved in other work. As a result, an inherit recall bias was present as 
interview subjects often had difficulty remembering specific dates and details.  
 
Second, few respondents were involved in the cluster activities through the entire three months 
of the emergency phase. Many came towards the end or left before the completion of this period 
and could not comment on the entirety of the operation. Finally, due to travel restrictions in 
Myanmar, the country visit was limited to the capital city, Yangon. Therefore, beneficiary views 
at field sites were not collected.  
 

II. Emergency Shelter Cluster: Main Findings 
 
The following section outlines the findings from the review and offers recommendations for 
future shelter cluster implementation. Appendix A provides a timeline of major shelter 
response activities during the emergency phase.   
 
2.1 Cluster Activation 
 
By May 7, the UN initiated the cluster system and issued a Flash Appeal for US$ 187 million for 
emergency relief in Myanmar with $20,300,000 for shelter, making it the third largest funded 
cluster. Initially, international staff members were hard-pressed to secure entry visas and ended 
up waiting in Bangkok until they received authorization. Once in Myanmar, they faced an 
additional hurdle of accessing the most affected areas as travel authorizations to the delta were 
limited. As a result, many of the decisions shaping the early response were made in Bangkok 
and Yangon without reliable information about what was happening in the most affected areas.  
 
At the global level, the ESC is co-chaired by UNHCR and IFRC. UNHCR leads the Emergency 
Shelter Cluster (ESC) in conflict-generated IDP situations while IFRC is convener of the 
Emergency Shelter Cluster in disaster situations.5 According to these guidelines, the cluster lead 
role should have been IFRC’s responsibility from the outset of the Nargis disaster. Initially, 
however, IFRC determined it did not have the on-the-ground capacity to assume cluster 
                                                            
5 Fact Sheet: Emergency Shelter Cluster: Key Things to Know 
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leadership. Since UNHCR was already operational pre-Nargis, and had the staff, resources and 
willingness, it took the lead. A few days later, however, the decision was reversed by IFRC 
headquarters and IFRC became the convener.  
 
The repercussions of this initial confusion were not severe as UNHCR already had a strong 
presence, and the two agencies worked closely to manage the lead. Cluster members from other 
agencies noted that operations were stalled briefly but that the cooperation between IFRC and 
UNHCR minimized delays, and the shelter cluster was able to quickly mobilize. IFRC even 
asked UNHCR to co-lead for the first few days until the turnover was finalized. UNHCR 
continued to provide administrative support when IFRC took over and shared office space with 
the IFRC cluster team.  
 
Some stakeholders in IFRC, however, questioned the decision to revert the lead back to their 
agency. They felt that IFRC was not prepared and that the decision reflected the preferences of 
the Secretariat at headquarters rather than a comprehensive understanding of the situation on 
the ground. However, once headquarters decided that IFRC would take the lead, adequate 
staffing and resources were supplied. Indeed, respondents applauded the rapid build-up of 
capacity at IFRC and were pleased  that they could count on predictable systems and processes 
to ensure a speedy dispatch of a qualified team to accelerate the response.  
 
Recommendations  
 
• The Emergency Shelter Cluster co-chairs should adopt a clearer and faster decision-making 

process for determining cluster lead.  The origin of the emergency should be considered (e.g., 
conflict- or disaster) but so should the availability of resources and on-the-ground capacity.  

 
• The cooperation between IFRC and UNHCR demonstrated in Myanmar was excellent. In the 

future these agencies should continue pooling resources (e.g. sharing office space and 
administrative resources) when appropriate to strengthen the cluster response.  

 
2.2 Bangkok/Yangon Clusters 
 
While staff were stalled in Bangkok waiting for visas, two clusters, one in Bangkok and the 
other in Yangon, operated in parallel. Roles for each office were delineated early, with the 
Yangon office responsible for major decisions and Bangkok acting in a supporting role. 
Eventually the Bangkok office focused on logistical issues related to the delivery of supplies  
while providing technical assistance to staff in Yangon. The Bangkok office also helped 
determine the first shelter kit contents and assisted in formulating the early recovery strategy.  
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While some thought that this division of labor was useful, others were skeptical of the value of 
the Bangkok office. Some felt that the need to brief the Bangkok office took time away from 
essential work on-the-ground, and that the information demanded from the Bangkok office was 
unnecessarily burdensome. Some further felt that the activities in Bangkok were irrelevant to 
the operations in Yangon.  
 
Overall, however, it was clear that given the Myanmar context, there were few other options for 
how the cluster could have been organized. Given its distance from the field, many respondents 
felt that the Bangkok office made the best of the circumstances by providing support and 
focusing on tasks that the Yangon office lacked time or resources to perform. 
 
3.2a Joint Procurement Initiative 
 
Due to the challenges entering Myanmar, supplies and resources tended to accumulate in 
Bangkok. To take advantage of this situation, A Joint Procurement Initiative (JPI) was 
established through World Concern (funded by DFID) where agencies with resources in 
Bangkok could find common suppliers, pool their resources in Bangkok and get supplies into 
Yangon. Some analogized it to the service clusters such as logistics and emergency 
telecommunications where operational agencies have a one-stop-shop which can meet their 
needs. While this was a useful and potentially viable arrangement, it took too long to get 
started, and many agencies had already moved on to their own procurement channels by the 
time it was finalized. Agencies may need to alter their internal procurement procedures, but it is 
a concept that if accepted by donors and the global cluster, could streamline the cluster-wide 
procurement process.  
  
Recommendations 
• In future similar contexts, the Bangkok-Yangon decision-making model should be replicated 

where actors outside the operation provide transportation, procurement and logistical 
support to the field site and all operational decisions are made closer to the ground.  

 
• A Joint Procurement Initiative (JPI) is a potentially useful scheme, but it must be established 

at the outset of the emergency in order to be effective. The Global Cluster hould look into 
replicating this model and advocating for it with donors. 

 
2.3 Emergency Shelter Cluster Leadership 

The early success of the Emergency Shelter cluster can be attributed to strong leadership and 
genuine commitment from all participating members. All respondents complimented the 
cluster coordination team for its professionalism and dedication. The team – a cluster 
coordinator, information manager and technical advisor – were regarded as well coordinated, 
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experienced and highly committed. The unique challenges in Myanmar encouraged agencies to 
work together and share resources, also contributing to a strong and cohesive response.  
 
Cluster members appreciated that the composition of the team came not only from IFRC, but 
had NGO representation as well, from CARE. This, coupled with the fact that the team did not 
work out of the IFRC office, helped to demonstrate its independence and transparency. The 
arrangement strengthened the cluster mechanism, ensuring high levels of buy-in from 
participants. Unlike other clusters, such as WASH, which was perceived as very agency-driven, 
the shelter cluster was noted for its nonalignment with IFRC interests.  
 
Respondents also praised the team for prioritizing and addressing issues quickly by engaging a 
number of members. For example, once the need for instructions on the use of plastic sheeting 
was recognized, participants quickly tackled the issue, reaching an agreement within 3-4 days. 
The active participation and coordination of agencies within the cluster helped galvanize 
support from the government and donors by increasing the credibility of the cluster’s proposed 
strategies. The “cluster seal” made shelter strategies more neutral and influential when 
advocating with agencies own headquarters and with donors for resources. Some agency 
members noted that there was more power working within the group than alone, especially in 
the politically restrictive environment like Myanmar. They also highlighted the unintended 
positive impact of limiting the number of agencies in country so that the “circus after the 
tsunami” was not repeated. 
 
Recommendations 
• Cluster leadership should continue drawing personnel from non-lead agencies. In this case, 

including CARE ensured viewpoints outside of IFRC were incorporated into the leadership, 
and promoted buy-in from cluster members. 
 

• Cluster activities should continue being separate from IFRC operations to ensure 
unambiguous roles between the two structures.  

 
2.4 Strategic Advisory Group (SAG) and Technical Working Group (TWIG) 
 
The cluster established a Technical Working Group (TWIG) and a Strategic Working Group 
(SAG). These groups were smaller forums where pressing issues were discussed and decisions 
made. Most cluster members found this division helpful as the cluster meetings were very 
crowded and often became ‘talking shops’. This model accelerated key decisions on the 
strategic direction of the cluster, which would have taken much longer in the larger forum.  
 
Some cluster members suggested improvements to the SAG and TWIG. First, some felt that 
member agencies were largely influencing the direction of the TWIG’s and that the group could 
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have better served operations by responding to requests from the hubs. Also, some members 
mentioned confusion about the SAG’s role. They felt that there should have been more focus on 
the macro direction of the cluster as this was lacking from the meetings and information 
management.  
 
Recommendations 
• Ensure an IM presence in SAG meetings as much of the discussion in these meetings directly 

affects the activities of the cluster. Also the IM focal point can ensure messages that from the 
field and other members get communicated to the SAG/TWIG and that these are adequately 
addressed.  

 
2.5 Emergency Shelter Cluster Strategy 

The initial shelter strategy was to transport as many supplies to affected areas as quickly as 
possible.  As data from the field was scarce, the strategy relied on estimates that were prepared 
based on discussions at the cluster meeting. The cluster initially estimated 300,000 households 
in need which shaped planning in the first two weeks until additional information could be 
gathered from the field. At that stage the Cluster did not foresee duplication as an issue given 
the scale of the needs. However, the cluster recognized that this assumption would be regularly 
reviewed and updated as the situation changed. The strategy for the first two weeks of the 
response was therefore to6:  

• Maximize the distributions of tarpaulins to the affected areas. 
• Ensure operational coordination and information-sharing between organizations with 

tarpaulins and organizations wishing to distribute. 
• Identify and address logistical bottlenecks. 
• Conduct assessment of needs. 
• Strengthen information management systems with respect to planning and distribution. 
• Agree on standards for shelter kits. 
• Look into local procurement of plastic sheeting (bearing in mind the potential impact on the 

local market). 
• Liaise with other clusters to ensure inter-cluster coordination. 
• Monitor bamboo availability for initial structure needs  

 
In addition, within these first few weeks the cluster developed a shelter database which could 
be readily populated with assessment data.  
 
Five hub offices were established in the field by OCHA. This allowed the clusters to have closer 
access to the field and ensure program monitoring. The five hubs were overseen by UNHCR 

                                                            
6 OCHA Situation Report No. 10, 14 May. 
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(Labutta and Bogale), IOM (Mawlamyinegyun) , Save the Children (Pathein) and World Vision 
(Pyapon). While access to the field was an unavoidable problem in the early days, some cluster 
members thought that these hubs could have been established faster. Also, since not all of the 
lead agencies understood the role of the cluster, the effectiveness of coordination varied from 
hub to hub. And in cases where hubs were managed by local counterparts, the outputs and 
delivery were good, but coordination skills were reported to be weak. Some respondents 
reported that decisions made at the Yangon level contradicted those made at the hubs and that 
it was difficult to communicate and maintain a focused strategy. “Many staff in the hubs were 
only partially aware of the planning processes going on at Yangon level.7”  
 
The cluster developed kit standards and guidelines as follows:8 
Household Tarp Kit: (1 per household) Household Relief Kit: (1 per household) 
• 2 Tarpaulins 6m x 4m  
• 30m rope, 5-14 mm nylon (dark colours, 

preferably black, to withstand UV 
radiation) 

• 2 Pcs Blankets 
• 2 Pcs mosquito nets, double size, impregnated 
• 1 set  Cooking set 
• 1 Pcs jerry-can 10 ltr. foldable 

 
A community recovery toolkit was also developed for five families. See Appendix C for those 
contents.  
 
Some respondents reported that the TWIG’s decisions regarding the contents of the various kits 
took a long time.  Part of the problem was that there were very few people able to do technical 
assessments in the first few weeks. Since agencies could not access the field, they had limited 
data to inform their decisions on kit contents. The Bangkok office was involved in determining 
the contents, but they were even more removed from the field. By the time the kit was 
approved, most agencies had already placed their orders with items that diverged from the 
agreed standard. Those agencies that waited to procure their materials until a consensus was 
met by the cluster, lost time and were frustrated that other agencies did not follow the standard. 
Efforts to provide uniform distributions are undermined if some agencies work outside of the 
system. A more rapid decision from the cluster on contents could have mitigated this outcome. 
Some cluster members suggested that the kit contents should be pre-arranged and defined as 
part of preparedness activities so that the decisions and discussions can be swifter.   
 
Another problem in defining the toolkits was that the kit contents were initially very IFRC-
focused. Some members felt that the IFRC’s existing inventory was dictating kit contents rather 
than the needs of the disaster victims. The accessible kits are generic kits prepositioned by IFRC 
to be quickly deployed to any emergency, and some of the contents – such as iron and tools to 

                                                            
7 OCHA Real Time Evaluation 
8 Briefing note prepared by the Emergency Shelter Technical Working Group in Bangkok, 2nd June 2008. 
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cut iron – had very little relevance for the region. There was a misconception among some 
members that these kits were meant specifically for Pakistan. It may be useful for the ESC to 
better explain its strategies to avoid this kind of misunderstanding in the future. The TWIG 
resolved this by working with UNHCR field hubs to develop an alternative bamboo/timber 
toolkit which was accepted by the cluster and formed the basis for the recovery toolkit. 
 
The decision to distribute at a minimum two plastic sheets per family ensured consistency in 
delivery. However, Save the Children deviated from this agreed approach and delivered one 
sheet per family; their rationale was that it was more important to ensure greater coverage and 
then go back to families if there was more plastic sheeting available. The cluster could not force 
Save the Children to change its policy so that it complied with the cluster standard and this 
discrepancy caused problems in reporting and monitoring numbers of distributed items.  
 
Members discussed purchasing materials locally but felt that the local market could not supply 
the needs. However, this decision was not backed up by a concrete assessment but by ad hoc 
visits to the market. Cluster members mentioned that collecting information about local 
availability of materials would have been very helpful. Some agencies were able to purchase 
soap and sarongs in the local market, but a survey of items, availability and price could have 
facilitated more extensive local sourcing of materials. UNDP did carry out a Local Commodity 
and pricing index but few members interviewed were aware of this. 
 
In addition, many cluster members struggled to find suppliers of quality plastic sheeting. They 
mentioned that a list of suppliers of sheeting with prices and with frame agreements should be 
made and distributed. This would alleviate the stress during an operation as people wanted to 
know what supplies were available and from where.  
 
Recommendations 
• The cluster should consider establishing regional preparedness hubs in disaster prone areas 

that can focus on procurement, pre-arranging and defining regionally appropriate kit 
contents, developing shelter designs and standards, building capacity of national staff 
capacity (especially around on assessment and coordination) to minimize time for these 
activities after a disaster. This kind of arrangement can also help to ensure consistency in 
procurement and delivery to beneficiaries.  
 

• As soon as possible, a basic local market assessment should be done and information 
disseminated to cluster members. 
 

• Although some agencies deviated from this policy, the decision to supply two plastic sheets 
per family ensured consistency in the operation and was useful for information management. 
Consensus and consistency in delivery and amounts of items should be replicated in other 
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operations.  
 

• A regularly updated list of suppliers of core kit contents with prices and frame agreements 
should be made and distributed. If this is already available, ensure that it is available to 
cluster members and that it is useful to them.  

 
2.6 Coverage 
 
According to interviews with respondents and maps provided by the cluster, coverage was well 
achieved. (See Appendix D for MIMU maps displaying coverage of supplies). Although 
distribution was logistically difficult as agencies had to rely on riding canoes through the 
waterways of the delta to distribute, it was nonetheless generally widespread. By the end of 
July, when the emergency phase was considered almost over, 522,000 plastic sheets had been 
distributed, covering 53% of the estimate affected households. In addition, 37,000 tool kits, 
346,000 blankets, 775,000 mosquito nets, 369,000 jerry cans and 121,000 kitchen were also 
distributed.9 
 
Although distribution was widespread, respondents described haphazard distribution 
strategies. Some agencies used monasteries, some went through local NGOs while others 
depended on their own distribution channels. It was also difficult for agencies to track the 
distribution of the supplies to the end users. In addition, because of the unplanned or 
spontaneous nature of some of the early distributions, and because of the uncertainty of the 
number of affected people, there were significant numbers of beneficiaries who reported 
receiving only part of the relief package.10 This finding correlates with the IOM survey which 
noted that while most houses received some form of assistance, the majority considered 
significant unmet needs for shelter materials and non-food items.11  Teams did not monitor 
distributions regularly, so there was no follow up to these areas to supply families where they 
did not receive the full package.12 The shelter kit was meant to be shared - one kit between 5 
families – which may be why beneficiaries perceived the distribution as incomplete.13 
 
While there may have been widespread coverage, the quality of the items distributed was in 
some cases so poor that there was still a large demand for items because the initial ones 
deteriorated.14 According to an IOM report, two thirds of households did not consider their 
                                                            
9 OCHA Situation Report No. 43  - 31 July 2008 
10 Review of the RCRC Movement Response to Cyclone Nargis (Jan 2009) 
11 Shelter Needs Assessment Post-Cyclone Nargis, Myanmar. International Organization of Migration. 
October 2008. 
12 ibid. 
13 ibid. 
14 July 29 ESC Situation Report 
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shelter to be safe and secure.15 Most of these families reported that they could not afford to 
upgrade their shelters before the next monsoon season. Other needs such as food water and 
health and education were listed as more pressing priorities that families would spend money 
on over shelter reconstruction.  
 
Recommendations 

• Quality control is important to ensure that distributed materials are safe and useful in 
the medium and long term.  

 
2.7 Information Management 
 
Obtaining reliable information was the main challenge for all agencies. Two months after the 
start of operations, some agencies reported that they still had to courier information from the 
field to Yangon each week. Communication was difficult not only between Yangon and the 
field, but within Yangon.  An OCHA sitrep in mid-May acknowledged this limitation: 
“Restrictions on the importation and use of communications equipment in Myanmar are 
impacting communications between relief agencies16.”  
 
Despite these challenges, the information management role was seen as a key success of the 
cluster. Agencies noted that even within this information-scarce environment, agencies could 
depend on the cluster providing reliable and up-to-date information. The cluster produced 
summary tables for distribution for weekly meetings and regularly updated the database to 
ensure that agencies were aware of the ongoing developments in the field. Basic efforts – such 
as establishing a Google Groups network, sharing calendars and other information through 
flash disks – were noted as making a significant difference for agencies trying to determine 
where and how to respond. The weekly information updates identified the gaps in delivery and 
where coverage was sufficient. In addition, the strength of the information management 
mechanism facilitated access to the field as the government could clearly see where there were 
gaps and thereby allowed agencies to enter those areas.  
 
Some respondents recommended that in future situations where information is scarce, agencies 
should attempt to enlist locals who are able to access affected areas.  Although the Myanmar 
Red Cross Society (MRCS) was working in the Delta region and its network of volunteers was 
able to deliver assistance, the cluster did not fully take advantage of the opportunity. MRCS 
staff were not at meetings to share their insights and observations. The cluster should in the 
future use all resources available to gather information.  

                                                            
15 Shelter Needs Assessment Post-Cyclone Nargis, Myanmar. International Organization of Migration. October 
2008. 
16 OCHA Situation Report May 17. 
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Recommendations 
• The strength of the information management network underscored the predictability of the 

cluster role. Agencies noted that they could count on reliable information to provide an 
important starting point to their work. The approach to information management in Yangon 
should offer a useful model for future emergencies.  
 

• Establishing reporting templates with clear guidelines will add value to agencies' own data 
collection and analysis and also facilitate consistent information disseminated to the cluster.  
The templates used in the Myanmar context proved useful and could be replicated in future 
operations. 

 
2.8 Post-Nargis Joint Assessment (PONJA) 
 
On May 25, the TCG commissioned The Post-Nargis Joint Assessment (PONJA), an intensive 
assessment consisting of Village Tract Assessment (VTA) and a Damage and Loss Assessment 
(DaLA). The exercise incorporated staff from the Government of Myanmar, the UN, NGOs and 
ASEAN (supported by the World Bank). The shelter cluster was involved in the design of the 
questions relating to shelter issues and formulated areas of analysis.  The results of the PONJA 
were released on July 21.  
 
While the PONJA has been lauded as providing a snapshot of the situation, those cluster 
members who worked on the analysis found it difficult to reconcile conceptual and strategic 
differences with agencies leading the process such as the World Bank. For example, the figures 
used in early recovery and long term development were different than those used in the 
emergency response. The World Bank did not join the cluster meetings and therefore had a 
limited understanding of the approach and activities being done by the cluster. A more 
integrated approach would have benefited the process. 
 
Despite these challenges, the PONJA has been recognized as a good example of an interagency 
assessment with extensive community consultations undertaken at a relatively early phase of 
the emergency.  
 
Recommendations 
• An assessment as comprehensive and involved as PONJA can yield findings critical for 

multi-sector operations and funding. The cluster should work to educate authors who may 
be more focused on longer term development than on emergency operations, and encourage 
closer links between them and the cluster’s strategy.  
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2.9 Inter-cluster Coordination 
 
Although clusters worked together in some cases, most respondents mentioned that inter-
cluster coordination could have been improved. For example, the Inter-cluster information 
management group was a useful body coordinated by OCHA but it was slow to start up 
because of changing IM cluster focal points.  
 
The shelter cluster did make attempts to work with other clusters though – namely logistics, 
WASH and health – to avoid overlap in delivery and incorporate items into the shelter kits. 
However, some respondents noted that closer involvement with the early recovery cluster 
would have benefited the response. Also, NFIs were not delivered at the same time as food.  As 
a result, when kits arrived in some areas, some of the items were sold in order to get much 
needed food.  
 
Shelter representatives attended logistics cluster meetings and vice versa where they presented 
their planning and determined supply chain needs. Some respondents mentioned, however, 
that this linkage could have been deeper as shelter constituted the bulk of items that were 
coming into the country.  
 
Recommendations 
• Links between relevant clusters such as shelter, logistics and WASH and Early Recovery 

should be further formalized and strengthened so that there are consistent associations in all 
future operations. 
 

• Joint reporting formats with information managers from other clusters can help provide an 
accurate overall picture of distributions. This is an area that should be continued and 
strengthened in future emergencies. 

 
2.10 Local Agency Involvement 
 
Although there were many local NGOs involved in the response, the local involvement in 
cluster activities was limited. The Myanmar Red Cross Society (MRCS) was lauded as the 
“unsung hero” of the response as their vast volunteer network and longstanding presence in the 
country allowed them to gain access to the most affected regions more quickly than any other 
agency. By 16 May, MRCS had reached 47,000 beneficiaries in Yangon and Ayeyarwady 
divisions with relief supplies.17 
 

                                                            
17 Review of the RCRC Movement Response to Cyclone Nargis (Jan 2009) 
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However, representatives from MRCS stated that they were not aware of cluster activities and 
that they did not understand why they were not more closely included in the work. Although 
they partnered with INGOs such as IRC to deliver materials, interviews with staff revealed that 
they had little understanding of the cluster system and what it was supposed to achieve. A 
more comprehensive involvement of this important agency would have been beneficial.  
 
Cluster members mentioned that more could have been done to ensure active participation 
from other local groups as well. For example, there was no local translation at meetings, and 
procedures were not translated into the local language. Cluster membership also stated that 
while they did eventually hire national staff to work on the team, this was done late in the 
response. Many agencies depended on these local staff for assessments and other technical 
activities which they were not prepared to carry out. Training local counterparts at the height of 
the emergency, although perhaps difficult, would have been useful. Certainly as part of 
preparedness activities, local actors should be identified and trained.  
 
The Cluster’s Technical Working Group (TWIG) was an exception, as this forum included a 
wide representation of national counterparts. The Ministry of Construction, The Association of 
Myanmar Architects and the Myanmar Engineering Society regularly attended and contributed 
to the design of shelters. TWIG members noted the eagerness of local agencies to participate 
and made efforts to include their input in the technical guidelines they produced. Some local 
agencies, however, did not feel that their input was always valued or taken on board by the 
international actors. One respondent stated that he “doubted whether they wanted to move 
forward or just show off their experience and skills. Half of their minds were to improve their 
CVs for the future.” They mentioned that the cluster did not set guidelines and standards to suit 
the situation and when they finally did, it was too late. “We already downloaded a lot of things 
from the internet. It would have been useful if it came from the cluster because we did not 
know how to do these things.” Although it is clear that the cluster did in fact produce these 
guidelines (demonstrated through sitreps and other documents) these could have perhaps been 
communicated to the local agencies more clearly.  
 
Recommendations 
• The cluster should hire, as early as possible, local counterparts for each position – IM, 

Technical and coordinator to ensure local voices are integrated into the response and help 
develop capacity. 
 

• Resources at local Red Cross Red Crescent Societies should be used more often and with 
greater involvement. In addition, the role of the cluster and the rationale for separation from 
operations should be made clear to local Red Cross Red Crescent Societies. 
 

• Although attempts were made to include local actors, improvements should be made earlier. 
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At a minimum, translation at cluster meetings and of relevant documents and guidelines 
should be standard so that local actors feel welcome and can participate. 
 

• As part of preparedness activities in disaster prone areas, local actors should be identified and 
trained so that they can carry out some activities that internationals may not be able to due to 
geographic or governmental restrictions. 

 
2.11 Beneficiary Involvement 
 
Local community members were found to be extremely resilient as they were accustomed to 
rebuilding after storms and had never in the past relied on government assistance. In the Delta 
region, agencies reported that immediately after the disaster communities were already 
rebuilding even though their shelters were constructed from found materials which would not 
withstand the rest of the monsoon season.  
 
Although this study did not include beneficiary interviews, other sources noted limited 
consultation with affected communities. Beneficiaries had few opportunities to feed into 
decision making and planning.18 “Based on interviews with international agencies and in 
communities along with reviews of agency assessments, it was evident that outreach to national 
organizations and affected communities needs to be further strengthened.” This is partly due to 
agency’s limited ability to get to the field which minimized their interaction with beneficiaries.  
 
Recommendations  
• Cluster should build accountability mechanisms into all of its response areas to ensure 

appropriate local participation in the design and implementation of projects. Although field 
visits were challenging initially, soliciting feedback from beneficiaries is crucial for a 
responsible operation.  

 
2.12 Cross-cutting Themes 

A number of respondents mentioned that the cluster did little to consider the environmental 
impact of the shelter response. Although alternatives (e.g. local shelter materials instead of 
tarps) would have undoubtedly delayed the initial response, they did not appear to be widely 
discussed and could have been incorporated into a longer-term recovery plan. Respondents felt 
that more environment-friendly approaches could have been piloted or at least discussed and 
considered by the cluster. 
 
Recommendations 

                                                            
18 Review of the RCRC Movement Response to Cyclone Nargis (Jan 2009). 
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• Encourage cluster to consider environmental impacts in both emergency distributions and 
longer-term recovery planning 

 
2.13 Transition to Early Recovery 
 
The transition to early recovery was the phase most fraught with difficulties. Although focal 
people were identified for the response early in the emergency phase, and UNHabitat and IFRC 
co-led the TWIG, the actual handover was a challenge for both agencies.  
 
UNHabitat initially did not have sufficient funding to commit to taking over the shelter cluster 
role in the early recovery phase and was therefore reluctant to assume the leadership role. This 
caused anxiety and confusion within the cluster as members did not know which agency would 
take the lead. Members noted that this was not a new issue for UNHabitat and that in previous 
disasters (e.g., Bangladesh) the agency suffered from similar funding shortfalls.  Eventually, 
with IFRC’s help, UNHabitat secured funding from DFID to take the lead role, and took 
ownership of cluster coordination on August 1. To facilitate a smooth transition, the IFRC’s 
information manager accompanied members of UNHabitat to the field sites.  
 
However, respondents reported that IFRC left prematurely. Given the strength of IFRC’s 
leadership, agencies felt that they should have stayed longer to ensure a smoother transition. 
Once IFRC left, the cluster lost momentum. Some cluster members thought that the cut-off date 
for the emergency phase to be declared over was arbitrary.  
 
Recommendations 
• Ensure that UNHabitat and UNDP are incorporated into cluster leadership within the first 

weeks of the disaster.  
• Consider the IFRC taking on an extended coordination role into recovery phase. 
• At the global level, ensure that UNHabitat is adequately funded to take on cluster lead role in 

advance of the early recovery phase.  
• Educate donors on transition to early recovery and advocate for lifting of funding restrictions 

by donors.  

III. Conclusions 
 
Myanmar specific constraints such as international staff’s limited access to the affected areas, 
the information scarce environment and the communication difficulties within the region 
proved challenging for all operational actors responding to Cyclone Nargis. Despite these 
however, the shelter cluster managed to operate effectively and has been noted as one of the 
more successful clusters (alongside health) in Myanmar. This sentiment was repeated by 
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persons working both within and outside of the cluster (including representatives from OCHA 
and donors). This is mainly attributed to the commitment of cluster members to supporting the 
system, as well as strong and capable leadership. The outputs during the period that IFRC was 
lead were impressive – there was strong reporting, comprehensive delivery, and close 
coordination. Although the cluster did face some obstacles, they managed to lead a robust 
response, many of the lessons of which should be replicated in future emergency situations. 
 

 


