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Cash, cargo and care
Assisting the millions affected by last week's catastrophic tsunami is a logistical nightmare, heightened by global scrutiny of the way aid groups deliver help, writes Peter Kammerer
    Not in living memory has there been such an outpouring of generosity for a disaster as for the Indian Ocean tsunami tragedy. Billions of dollars have been  pledged and donated and millions more are expected in coming weeks.

    The humanitarian effort is in full swing and work has started on rebuilding and repairing infrastructure.

    But it cannot be said that all has gone smoothly for the aid mission. Given the level of destruction and remoteness of many affected areas, initial confusion was inevitable, observers said this week. Piles of unwanted clothing, stacked boxes of goods still in warehouses half a world away from where they are needed and a doubling-up of relief teams all raise questions about how well charitable donations have and are being used. 

    Concern has also been raised about how humanitarian groups are using the millions of dollars being donated to them. Charges are rife that some are employing too many staff, making poor decisions when purchasing equipment and spending too much on transportation. Increasingly, donors are asking them to provide breakdowns of how they spend funds.

    The medical team from the Brussels-headquartered group Medecins Sans Frontieres that on Monday arrived in a western Sumatra village to find Indonesian doctors already there typified the situation. They were not needed, but fortunately their help was wanted elsewhere.

    New clothing sent to Aceh's capital, Banda Aceh, was not wanted.  The same fate befell 10,000 blankets and other bedding offered by Hong Kong hotels to charities working in Sri Lanka.

    The British charity Save the Children Fund decided not to send a four-wheel drive jeep to the island nation to distribute supplies after Sri Lankan customs officials told the group it would be charged 200 per cent customs tax for importing a luxury vehicle.

    Such difficulties have led many organisations to reassess their strategies.  The chief executive officer and founder of the US-based World Emergency Relief, Joel MacCollam, said rapidly changing circumstances had led to the rethink.

    "We are backing out of at least part of our immediate response strategy and looking at a slightly longer term one," Dr MacCollam said on Tuesday during a visit to Hong Kong. "We'll start shipping goods by sea rather than by air – it will take 10 days to two weeks to get there. Hopefully, the ports won't be clogged and we'll try to get it in."

    His organisation has eight shipping containers of food coming from the US and personnel hygiene supplies from Scotland. Negotiations are under way with a major American clothing manufacturer to have several days' use of its factories.

    The scale of the disaster has hampered the distribution of aid.  Transportation links have been hindered by damaged airport runways and port facilities, but the international outpouring of support has also strained the availability of cargo space on aircraft and ships.

    That has meant higher transportation costs. In Dr MacCollam's case, it has also meant boxes of supplies waiting in a warehouse near Newark airport in the US state of New Jersey for a promised plane to become available.

    Even the UN, which is spearheading global relief efforts, is having difficulty. On Tuesday, it called on the US and British governments to provide C-17 military transport planes to ensure that aid including medical supplies, clothing, electricity generators, food and water could get to survivors in time.

    For the past week, the US has been providing the backbone of relief efforts in western Sumatra through the aircraft carrier USS Abraham Lincoln and its support ships. Humanitarian supplies have been ferried to the needy by 15 helicopters from the battle group.

    Initially, relief work was hampered in the region by a lack of co-ordination - a situation that Dr MacCollam, whose charity has offices in Hong Kong, San Diego, Los Angeles, London, Amsterdam and Bonn, believed was inevitable.

    "The situation is so fluid that even the top officials probably don't know from day-to-day, perhaps hour-to-hour, what's needed," he said. "Co -ordination is a tremendous challenge. I'm not sure that there's any easy way to do it."

    World Emergency Relief has 30 salaried staff worldwide and receives 95 percent of its funding from donations. Its tsunami relief work is in partnership with eight other charities that already have expertise in the Indian Ocean region.

    Larger groups, such as the UN Children's Fund Unicef and Medecins Sans Frontieres, do not have the same problems and generally have well-established infrastructure in the affected countries.

    Unicef spokeswoman Karen Dukess said that donations collected for the tsunami appeal were sent to the New York headquarters, where money was allocated to offices in the affected nations. Staff in the country offices then purchased necessary supplies and equipment to help victims.

    "We usually try to buy the supplies locally so we can save the money on shipments," Ms Dukess said from New York. "If we have to send them half way around the world, it's obviously not very cost efficient. We also have a supply centre in the Danish capital, Copenhagen, for things that may not be available, such as plastic sheeting."

    So far, donations had been used to provide clean water and chlorination tablets, construct storage tanks, carry out immunisations and buy food. Later, schools would be rebuilt.

    Ms Dukess said that for every US dollar Unicef received for tsunami victims, 93 cents went to relief work and the rest on administrative costs.

    "Our offices in each country where we work have their own operating budgets that cover their overhead and administration costs," she said. "So the money given to relief can go directly to supplies and the people who need them."

    A recently completed, five-year study of 1,500 American non-church and non-government organisations found an average of 80 per cent of budgets went towards programmes and 20 per cent was spent on administration. Staff with international experience and skills and who were willing to work overseas were likely to get paid more, increasing operating costs.

    Study co-author Mark Hager said that finding the true proportion had been difficult because non-profit organisations did not always provide accurate figures.
    "They are motivated to put more of their dollars on the programme side so they look better to funders," said Dr Hager, a senior research associate with the Washington-based  Urban Institute,  which produced the study with Indiana University's Centre on Philanthropy. "They want funders to believe that more of  their money is going to programmes. Charities sometimes go to some lengths - some legal, some questionably legal - to move those dollars on to the

programming side in their accounting."
    Although not surprised by the generosity of donors to the myriad tsunami relief appeals, he suggested charities may have difficulty maintaining the impetus to meet the ongoing needs of victims.
    "The charity that gets the highest proportion of its contributions to those in need is almost certainly not the one that is doing the best job," Dr Hager said.

    "The charity that does the best job is the one that has invested in a qualified staff, good equipment and an organisational infrastructure that is large and flexible enough to get a job done. These things cost money."
    The Nobel Peace Prize-winning Medecins Sans Frontieres has that reputation. Before it closed its tsunami appeal on December 31, it had received $ 17 million in Hong Kong alone.

    Hong Kong spokeswoman Gloria Chan Kwong-wai said from Jakarta, from where international operations in Aceh are being directed, that 200 tonnes of aid had already been sent to the earthquake and tidal wave battered area.

    This cargo included medical supplies, tents, plastic sheeting, jerry cans, blankets and clothes.

    "When we considered the seriousness of the situation and decided it was necessary to intervene, we used our own financial reserves to start working and buy relief materials," Ms Chan said.

    She described support from people in Hong Kong and elsewhere to humanitarian efforts as "overwhelmingly good and very quick". Hong Kong people had responded well because the tsunami had hit in their backyard.

    "Most people will have a more proximate feeling to the victims," she said.  "We have so many people from elsewhere in Asia living in Hong Kong, particularly from countries affected by the tsunami. We work or live with them every day."
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