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Summary 

People affected by disasters usually become actors of their own recovery, even before 
assistance arrives. Many families begin implementing repairs to their damaged homes on 
their own, usually to avoid displacement to crowded temporary evacuation camps. 
Humanitarian agencies have chosen to support those self-recovery efforts by distributing 
construction materials and tools, and by providing levels of technical information on how to 
“build back better (safer)”. Despite good intentions, the outputs have not necessarily 
resulted in safer homes. What can humanitarian agencies do better to make sure that 
families will end up in homes with elevated resilience to the next disaster? This is 
particularly important in geographies affected by recurrent and predictable, cyclical hazards 
in order to break a vicious cycle of destruction and reconstruction. 

Context 

Families and communities affected by major disasters find themselves in an aftermath of 
damaged or destroyed homes and severely threatened livelihoods. Many times these 
effects are due to the impact of recurrent hazards like hurricanes or typhoons, or 
predictable annual flooding cycles. Depending on context and resources, post-disaster 
shelter assistance by governments and the international community focuses on approaches 
that vary from distribution of a few emergency items for a good number of those affected to 
the construction of permanent homes for a few.  

Ideally, shelter assistance after a disaster should not only address immediate shelter needs 
but also underlying elements of vulnerability in order to achieve risk reduction. In other 
words, post-disaster recovery and reconstruction should aim not to rebuild the risk that 
existed before disaster but rather achieve a much better, more resilient condition for the 
affected families and communities. 

The historically observed reality after disasters indicates that, as a result of increased 
vulnerability, the poor are impacted the worst. Resources for recovery and reconstruction 
are never enough, so hard decisions have to be made to utilize available funding to assist as 
many people as feasible. It is also a reality that affected populations usually initiate their 
own shelter recovery processes by themselves, regardless of the level or amount of 
assistance available.   

More lately, approaches conducive to support self-recovery or “owner-driven” 
reconstruction of affected housing have been piloted in a number of responses. For example, 
after Typhoon Haiyan (Yolanda) hit the Visayas region in The Philippines in November 2013, 
a number of international agencies and NGOs implemented the distribution of construction 
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materials and tools (a.k.a. “shelter kits”) in support of self-recovery efforts being undertaken 
by the affected population. This type of intervention aimed to enable the use of new 
construction materials (in combination with salvaged elements from the damaged 
structures) for the repair of damaged homes. A modest component of training and 
awareness of good construction practices was usually part of the scheme, all in an effort to 
“build back better (safer)”. 

The evidence from the field suggests that the goal of achieving safer shelter through this 
type of intervention may be, at best, a mixed result. Some families were able to quickly 
implement repairs to damaged homes, with various levels of quality. Families with severely 
damaged or totally destroyed homes made a poor use of the received materials, with 
outcomes that can almost be described as shacks, creating unsafe conditions. Others 
families decided not to immediately use the materials in hopes of gathering additional 
resources to rebuild. In many cases, the outcome is less than desirable, particularly in the 
Visayas, where annual, recurring storms will subject poor families and communities to a 
vicious cycle of destruction and reconstruction with little improvement in their resilience 
and the capacity to fully recover from these stresses. In fact, Typhoon Hagupit (Ruby) hit the 
same region a year later (December 2014) and many Haiyan-affected areas experimented 
again the cycle of destruction. 

Recent evaluations and research conducted by a number of responding agencies and 
individuals suggest that the following issues should be addressed in order to enhance 
support to the process of self-recovery: 

 Improve assessment methodologies to better understand levels of damage to homes 
as well as needs and capacities of affected families and communities conducive to 
differentiated levels of assistance, rather than a “one-size-fits-all” approach. This 
means having several types of “shelter kits” for distribution rather than a standard 
type. More sophistication, less standardization. 

 Review contents of “shelter kits’ and materials being distributed and make sure that 
elements supporting of building back better are included (for example metal 
strappings and special nails/screws for roofing elements). This also should include 
making sure that materials being distributed are of the required quantity and quality 
(for example, legitimate gauge of corrugated galvanized sheets). 

 Increase the level of technical guidance and assistance available to families 
implementing self-recovery or “owner-driven” reconstruction activities. This may 
involve skills training activities and direct support to guide construction activities. 

 Donors need to be educated in the above topics in order to get their support to 
cover associated costs of enhanced assessments, increased amount of materials and 
technical assistance. 

What else should be researched and examined? What additional issues need addressing in 
order to ensure “building back better (safer)” effectively? How can agencies and NGOs 
supporting shelter self-recovery and owner-driven reconstruction be more effective in 
enabling this process? 

 


