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Lessons Learned from the People FAO Seeks to Assist on 
Accountability May – June 2012 
 
Following is a synthesis of the feedback provided by FAO project participants in Cambodia 
and WBGS with regard to FAO’s accountability to affected populations (AAP) and how the 
quality of FAO’s service provision could be improved from their perspective. The analyses 
were conducted with different methodologies, but with the same analytic tool providing the 
framework. In WBGS, more than 300 households and 8 focus groups were surveyed. In 
Cambodia, a team interviewed community groups across 3 provinces. 
 
While not all feedback was identical between or even within the two country programmes, 
there were many points of convergence and common themes. This brief paper begins with 
some of the key, headline messages in summary, and then provides some more detailed 
discussion under the areas of needs assessment, project design effectiveness, two way 
communications and information provision, beneficiary targeting and selection, input 
distribution methods, participation, complaints handling and psychological impact. 

Summary of Messages: 
 

 The routine identification of beneficiaries of a project as primary stakeholders can 
shift attitudes, assumptions and assist in strengthening AAP approaches. 

 Lack of opportunities to provide feedback and participate in project decisions was 
one of the primary concerns of many review participants. 

 Consulting with communities at every stage of the project cycle not only respects 
their rights and dignity, but can save money and prevent error through more 
relevant project design. 

 FAO’s ability to provide people with meaningful occupation and the potential for 
independent livelihoods could be highlighted and exploited more in programme 
design. 

 People would like more choice with regards to inputs and interventions. 

 The costs incurred by livestock before they become productive can be very 
burdensome. 

 The impact of projects on women and the demands on their time need to be 
considered carefully. 

 Not all households are the same and uniform solutions often don’t work, for 
example, larger households may find small quantities of livestock more costly than 
of value. 

 Participants advise to consider sustainability of interventions more. 

 The individual nature of interventions often goes against the grain of community 
minded people, and at times threatens to undermine community solidarity and 
support mechanisms. 

 Project participants would like more and higher quality information. 

 Not everyone has equal access to information or projects and local politics and 
favouritism need to be tackled in order to free FAO projects of the biases they bring. 

 Affected communities would like more input to, and information about, targeting 
criteria and selection. 

 Current practices for targeting and selection can cause conflict in communities and 
are often open to corruption. 
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 Mass input distributions need to be set up with a number of “Do No Harm” 
considerations, as they can cause problems for people. 

 Current systems of participation and community representation can favour those 
with power and do not at all guarantee that a community is truly represented. 

 The communities we seek to assist very often have no means to contact FAO, do not 
know the channels to lodge a complaint, and at times are fearful that if they did 
complain, they might lose access to assistance.  

Needs assessment and design effectiveness 
 
With regard to the effectiveness of interventions, responses fell into three categories: 

1. interventions were effective in the way intended 
2. interventions were effective due to unforeseen positive effects as a result of 

adaptation, ingenuity, the impact of meaningful occupation, and spontaneous 
sharing and learning in the communities 

3. the intervention plainly didn’t match their needs, or failed to respond to the 
demands of their lives 

 
The findings highlighted the critical importance of consulting with communities at the 
needs assessment and design phases. While the majority of the interventions were overall 
deemed effective, the number of problems and mismatches raised indicate that it would be 
financially beneficial and more likely to increase effectiveness to routinely consult the 
communities themselves with an aim to: 

 Avoid wastage on inaccurate and unnecessary interventions  

 Ensure actual needs are met in a way that makes sense to communities and avoids 
causing further hardship 

 Capitalize on the communities’ own adaptive strategies by, for example, designing 
interventions that come with resources and tools to spread the learning amongst 
the local communities 

 Verify the impact of gender, social restrictions and roles on participation  

 Take into account and build upon the potential for positive psychological impact 
through occupation and productive activity 

“Needs assessments should be the basis for intervening.” (WBGS participant) 
 

General practical feedback on FAO Programmes and Interventions 
 
Other feedback provided by project participants that could be considered more broadly in 
FAO interventions:  

 People would like more choice as to the types of inputs they receive, or the option 
to mix and match, so that they can exert their own agency in determining what suits 
them best. For example, a householder remarked; “Uniform interventions are not 
good. Seeds were given to people with no land.” 

 The costs incurred by handing out livestock had an impact on recipients, and when 
the poorest were targeted, this impact was magnified. For example, participants said 
that the cost of supporting sheep should be outweighed by their value to the 
households. Participants suggested that inputs should come as a package so that 
farmers have what they need to get started to ameliorate this effect and to get them 
through the initial unproductive period.  For example, livestock could come with a 
quantity of fodder and medication kits, and home gardens could come with some 
fencing to protect the plants from wild animals. 
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 Attention needs to be paid to the timing of delivery of inputs, as this can lead to 
wastage when things arrive too late. 

 The impact on women and demands on their time need to be investigated and 
taken into consideration when designing projects, both in terms of their 
participation in the project and in their ability to implement learning. In one setting 
some of the projects failed to achieve their aims in large part due to their 
burdensome nature for women, and in another setting, the women welcomed the 
learning and the meaningful activities the projects  offered them. 

 The needs of the larger households who have between 6-9 members are different 
to smaller households and can’t be met by blanket “household” solutions. These 
households pointed out that the costs involved in feeding and sustaining a small 
number of livestock units that would ultimately be insufficient to support a larger 
household made having the livestock at all of little to no benefit. 

 Build the capacity of the farmers to organise themselves for networking and 
marketing  

 Design of projects with the next step in mind, considering sustainability of 
interventions and goals, and the construction of building blocks and resources to 
move steadily out of poverty. 

 
An increased community focus for interventions 
 
The “relief – development continuum” is often not a comfortable fit with the situations relief 
workers find themselves in. In situations of chronic emergency, for example, relief agencies 
can find themselves doing harm to the psychological and social fabric of individuals and 
communities when they adhere rigidly to an emergency relief model of service delivery over 
extended periods of time because this is the only way to fund their work. Over more than a 
very short time period, a short-term relief model threatens to undermine the dignity, agency 
and cohesion of its recipients. The communities interviewed highlighted these dilemmas 
most articulately, and set a challenge to the humanitarian community as a whole to redefine 
models of service delivery, creating something new that is neither short term relief nor 
strictly long term development.   
 
FAO programme participants suggest thinking about them more as communities and less as 
individuals. They implied that they need to function at a communal level in order to 
overcome the challenges they face, and that approaches to targeting and selection of 
individuals can potentially cause conflict and undermine that social cohesion. In fact, the 
majority of ideas for how projects should look in the future in WBGS, for example, 
incorporated moving to a community level of operation, and seeing each individual as part 
of the wider context in which they exist. When the projects they participate in don’t take 
that into account, they will find ways to bring the benefits to the community level anyway, 
but with more effort and less impact than might be achieved if it were built in consciously 
and collaboratively to project design. This could be achieved on two levels: 

 Projects targeting individuals that have resources and strategies for community 
sharing and dissemination, and beneficiary selection occur with this in mind 

 Community level projects. These included suggestions for more sustainable forms of 
intervention that provide support to more than just the few targeted and selected. 
For example, supporting feed centres instead of distributing fodder to individuals 
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Two-way communication and information provision 
 

A call for improved information provision was clear and problems of equal access and 
avoiding manipulation of information need to be addressed. Project participants reported 
that, for example, announcements concerning new projects are not made transparently and 
widely enough, so that many eligible people miss out, and in particular women have less 
access to information. Many people agreed that they receive very little information or 
updates and most of what they do hear is by word of mouth, which is an extremely 
unreliable method. In many cases, information is disseminated along the line of the 
governmental structures and stops at either commune or village chief level. In this way, and 
in both Cambodia and WBGS, people indicated that information can be manipulated and 
used as a tool of power where, for example, affected people do not always have fair or 
accurate access. They said that information should not be exclusive, that everyone should be 
included, and it was suggested that information and announcements be conveyed by neutral 
parties. 
 
People reported generally receiving information about interventions, the inputs they will 
receive and who is targeted. The types of additional information they said they would like to 
have access to included: 

 Updates,  

 When items will be delivered and if they are delayed why,  

 Information on the selection criteria,  

 Clarification of the targeting,  

 Who the project personnel are, and who to contact 

 Women in the groups pointed out that they often don’t hear about projects because 
the advertisements are placed in venues where women don’t go. They suggested 
schools and health centres. 

Participants in WBGS suggested regular newsletters or briefs about FAO’s activities and 
upcoming opportunities would be a form of communication that would suit them. 
 
Learning on information and communication therefore included: 

 Minimum levels of information should be agreed upon for routine dissemination to 
communities, and strategies be developed, in consultation with communities, to 
create information resources that are appropriate for them.  

 Context specific systems for distribution of project information need to be 
developed that bypass party politics and ensure that social divisions and dynamics 
do not determine participation in FAO supported projects. 

 Consider whether new technologies are being exploited to their full potential to 
enable feedback and communication with communities, including mobile phones 

Beneficiary targeting and selection 
 
Many people expressed being unaware of the targeting criteria or selection process, and 
there were many suggestions of targeting being somewhat irregular and easily influenced. In 
the absence of clear information, speculation and rumour fill the gaps.  
 
Those who were better informed as to the criteria generally commented that they find them 
rigid, causing the routine exclusion of certain households, despite these households being 
equally as poor or needy. The assumptions upon which targeting is based therefore did not 
always appear a comfortable fit with individual circumstances, and there were numerous 
reports of the methods of targeting and announcing beneficiary selection causing conflict in 
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communities. People said that their neighbours were “angry” and “jealous” because they 
hadn’t been selected.  
 
Examples were found of local politics and power imbalances in the communities influencing 
selection, to the extent that there were reports in both countries that some people believed 
the lists of beneficiaries are manipulated by community representatives, and the people 
most in need often miss out. This issue was also found in the recent livelihoods assessment 
conducted in Pakistan, strengthening the argument that this may be a widespread problem. 
Strategies for the verification of beneficiary selection are needed to work against 
favouritism and back room deals. Examples where conflict was minimised generally included 
communities beyond village heads or traditional structures of representation in negotiations 
regarding targeting and selection. As one project participant advised, “You should be aware 
of local community organisation politics” 
 
Overall, people requested more transparency as to the process, placing them in a better 
position to hold those influencing the process to account. 

Distribution considerations 
 
Distribution attendees raised the following issues to consider when setting up a distribution, 
highlighting the concept of “Do No Harm”: 

 How far will people have to come, and what kinds of transport do they have access 
to? 

 If the distribution ceremony is in the morning, what time will this require people 
travelling on foot to leave from the furthest locations, and is this a reasonable time? 

 Would people coming on foot require water?  

 Will people need to hire vehicles, and if so, will this present too much of a burden 
(particularly if the most poor have been targeted) 

 How will women manage the sacks? 

 If there is to be speeches prior to the distribution, how long will people be required 
to wait, and will there be sufficient shade? 

 How is jealousy in the communities being addressed? 

Participation 
 
In the WBGS survey of more than 300 households, the question that received the strongest 
negative response was, “Do you feel that people ask for your opinion about the assistance 
project as much as you would like them to?” Lack of opportunities for feedback and 
consultation were also themes throughout focus group discussions and when asked about 
whether they are asked their opinions and whether it is often enough, participants 
responded either that that they are never consulted or that they are only consulted 
regarding selection. For the respondents, the issues of minimal information, limited two-way 
communication and no opportunities to share their ideas and opinions were all interlinked.  
 
In addition to questions regarding the right to a say and the dignity inherent in having input 
to interventions that impact their lives, feedback from FAO project participants suggest that 
programme quality and efficiency could be improved by ensuring that the experience and 
learning of the communities is incorporated throughout each stage of the project cycle. 
Focus group participants expressed enjoying the opportunity to participate in the groups and 
suggested using this format on a recurring basis to gain community input. They also 
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suggested regular meetings with community representatives and associations, in addition to 
occasional consultations with wider participants directly. 
 
From the feedback on participation and representation, some key points included: 

 There is often an over-reliance on village heads as the primary source of community 
representation, without a view of the diversity of interest groups within those 
communities. Numerous examples were given where consultation ended at the level of 
the local authorities and the village chiefs. 

 Representation structures need to be freed from the restraints of local politics and 
influence to address problems such as bias, favouritism and factionalism. When 
committees were set up through FAO and partner projects to generally operate outside 
of the local commune structure, it was reported that they work quite well.  

 There needs to be regular fora to meet and consult with representatives, along with 
further opportunities for input and feedback by regular project participants and 
community members (which will also enable verification of the health of the 
representation structures) 

 Community input needs to occur in some form or other at every stage of the project 
cycle, including: 

o Needs assessment 
o Design 
o During implementation 
o Monitoring 
o Evaluation 

 It could be worth also considering the potential for active roles in these stages for 
community members, for e.g. training them to conduct some of these phases. 

 Women have particular circumstances that impact on their ability to participate or 
benefit from projects, and these need to be considered carefully. For example, many 
Muslim women couldn’t attend mixed training courses and yet nothing was offered for 
them alone.   

Complaints 
 

In general, project participants were not aware of any identified method by which they 
could lodge a complaint if they needed to. A number of groups indicated that they had no 
idea how to contact FAO or the project staff they have dealings with. Groups said variously 
that if they had a complaint, they would direct it to the municipality, the partner 
organisation or the partner association.  
 
The feedback suggests that there is a need to consider the circumstances that might lead to 
some project participants feeling unable to complain, and fearful of losing assistance if 
they did. In line with the political pressures and structures mentioned above, these factors 
also seemed in some circumstances, and in both review countries, to affect the freedom of 
people to speak up and make complaints about corruption and unfair practices. There needs 
to be sufficient strategies in place to compensate for this. 
 
Without a formal system in place with clear information as to the boundaries of complaints 
that FAO and its partners can deal with, staff receive complaints on matters they are unable 
to deal with. This poses some reputational risk when communities develop the impression 
that the agency is not responsive. At the simplest level, it is important to clarify and publicise 
the best channels for complaints and then move on to considering more formal mechanisms. 
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Psychological impact 
 

Some strong feedback was received on the positive benefits of meaningful occupation and 
the access to improved forms of income generation, particularly by women from the WBGS.  
FAO is in a particularly interesting position, compared to many peer agencies in the relief 
sector, in that its particular brand of emergency relief is inherently about meaningful human 
occupation, creativity and physical participation. The feedback provides a focus for 
capitalising on this comparative advantage and expanding the meaningful occupation to 
community participation and active engagement in all phases of the work. 
 
 


