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Abstract: This paper draws from a research project that explored the lived reality of communities in
Vanuatu recovering from major disasters to understand the impacts of shelter interventions by hu-
manitarian organizations. It focuses on “shelter self-recovery”, anapproach followed by organizations
after recent disasters. A global overview of self-recovery highlights the potential of this approach to
support recovery pathways and indicates the reliance on local context. The overview shows the need
for more evidence on the impact of self-recovery programs. In Vanuatu, the study was undertaken
in three island sites—Tanna, Maewo and Pentecost—affected by different disasters, particularly
cyclones. It examined three main issues: (a) understanding and interpretation of self-recovery;
(b) how the approach has evolved over time; and (c) what is being done by communities to support
self-recovery to reduce future disaster risk. Key findings from the field indicated that devastation by
disasters such as cyclones can cause a serious scarcity of natural building materials, which impedes
the self-recovery process. The other significant issue is that of traditional versus modern building
materials, where many people aspire for modern houses. However, poorly constructed modern
houses pose a risk in disasters, and there are examples of shelters made of traditional materials that
provide safety. Drawing from the field investigations, a set of recommendations were developed
for more effective shelter self-recovery by humanitarian agencies in partnership with communities
check for and other stakeholders. These recommendations place importance on contextual factors, community
updates consultation and engagement, and addressing the supply of natural building materials.
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Academic Editor: Avi Friedman 1. Introduction

This paper is concerned with the process of shelter self-recovery following a disaster,
which is elucidated through a case study from Vanuatu. The term “self-recovery” is used
in the humanitarian shelter and settlements sector to mean the process whereby disaster-
affected households repair, build, or rebuild their homes using their own resources [1,2]
supplemented with assistance from humanitarian organizations. What is important about
the process is that households are able to make their own choices and decisions about the
reconstruction process [3]. It is an assisted self-help process, where organizations help
people to help themselves, consistent with the concept suggested by Flinn et al. [4].

Self-recovery exists on a continuum from those who recover by themselves with no
external input and also from programs implemented by humanitarian agencies that provide
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projects, transitional shelter projects, or the other forms of shelter recovery projects, the
focus is on humanitarian agencies supporting the construction of complete dwelling units—
that is, a product—whereas the self-recovery approach is more of a process that supports
disaster-affected communities and households to rebuild their own homes more safely than
before through the provision of good quality tools, technical back-up, and training. In that
sense, it is a different paradigm than that more widely practiced.

There is little evidence for how shelter self-recovery has been implemented and even
less on measuring outcomes for self-recovery programs [3,5], and more understanding is
needed. There is need for evidence of humanitarian experiences of supporting self-recovery
in order to determine how self-recovery can be effective in the field, and what barriers
will hamper the process. Humanitarian agencies’ experience in assisting self-recovery in
urban communities is limited; little is known about how to support it in practice [6]. A
knowledge gap is evident: there is a plethora of literature generated in the last few decades
on the operational aspects, impacts, and outcomes of shelter recovery programs consisting
of projects where humanitarian agencies support the reconstruction of complete houses,
but in comparison, the shelter self-recovery approach is relatively new, and there is limited
research on it.

The Vanuatu case study presented here is an exploration in gathering evidence on the
efficacy, challenges, and opportunities in this field, which offers lessons for the wider Global
South context. Typically, as evident from the work of humanitarian organizations there
such as CARE-Vanuatu (hereafter referred to as CARE), the shelter self-recovery model
consists of providing emergency response support after a disaster, such as tarpaulin sheets
and shelter repair kits, together with the training of local Shelter Focal Persons (SFPs) and
other tradespersons, followed by the provision of basic tools and materials for house repair
and reconstruction. The materials initially provided by CARE are to facilitate emergency
life-saving protection from the elements, while the self-recovery process concerns the
reconstruction phase of the disaster recovery cycle. The case study points to directions on
shelter self-recovery for humanitarian agencies in partnership with communities and other
stakeholders such as the government and private sector, articulated in this paper in the
form of recommendations.

The island nation of Vanuatu, comprised of an archipelago in the Pacific Ocean, was
selected as a case study because of its high exposure to natural hazards, particularly
cyclones, and also earthquakes, tsunamis, and volcanic eruptions. Vanuatu is ranked as
the most risk-prone country in the world [7]. Cyclone Pam in 2015 resulted in severe
devastation and, while not yet fully recovered, Vanuatu was hit by Cyclone Harold in
April 2020. The housing sector (or shelter) experienced massive damage—Cyclone Pam
damaged 80-90% of the houses in the impacted areas, and in Cyclone Harold, more than
21,000 houses were damaged or destroyed [8,9]. This paper thus focuses on shelter in the
context of such disasters.

2. Overview of Associated Literature

The justification for a self-recovery approach comes from the realization that inter-
national aid agencies direct shelter support programs that reach at most 30% of affected
households in need of shelter assistance, more often with 10-20% coverage [1]. This leaves
the vast majority to rebuild on their own, and thus they face significant challenges in
recovery, leaving them vulnerable to future disasters, as articulated by Flinn et al. [4] (p. 12):
“With little or no outside support, these families will, in most cases, rebuild their houses
with the same vulnerabilities and bad building practices that had been contributory factors
to the damage, economic loss, injury or death”.

A study of the research priorities of expert informants [10] gives a rationale for the
strong need for further research into shelter self-recovery. The expert informants iden-
tified 96 research needs which they then ranked according to a Delphi process (see for
example [11] for information on this process). The issue of research into self-recovery was
placed in the top three research needs. In another study, the quality of research in this
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area was investigated by [3], and it was found that project reports and evaluations lack
sufficient detail to be able to investigate the impact of self-recovery. What is notably lacking
is information on the reporting of key project activities and how outcomes are assessed.

The self-recovery approach is gaining interest from practitioners, as the research is
being disseminated through practitioner networks such as the Global Shelter Cluster and
the regional Shelter Forums. Maynard et al. [5] comment that shelter programs to support
self-recovery are being accepted as legitimate by practitioners and gaining momentum
in the shelter sector. Twigg [12] records that global institutional endorsement was given
to self-recovery methods when it was adopted as a working group of the Global Shelter
Cluster (the Cluster System is the operational structure of the UN Inter-Agency Standing
Committee (IASC) humanitarian coordination framework).

Characteristics influencing self-recovery [2] include the recovery context, enablers
and barriers, household decision making, and humanitarian support for the process. The
recovery context includes access to grants, the nature of the hazard or hazards, and access to
resources and community organizations. Enablers or barriers determine progress according
to livelihood pressures, household priorities on how to use scarce resources, the mental
ability to deal with the aftermath of a disaster, and the level of technical knowledge and
skills. Decision making by households involves a complex and possibly conflicting set of
dilemmas on how to navigate the recovery process. Humanitarian support for self-recovery
needs to integrate different disciplines and sectors to be effective.

There are some indications of the positive aspects of agency programs that support
self-recovery [4]. The training of local artisans in safer building techniques ensures that the
technical knowledge for building disaster-resilient housing stays in the community and can
contribute to longer-term disaster risk reduction. Each household makes decisions about
where to spend the resources and design according to their specific needs, which reduces
the negative effects of the imposed design of a humanitarian aid shelter program. Control
over design can have the added advantage of using the shelter reconstruction to support
outcomes in other sectors. An example of this process is enabling the design of the house
to incorporate spaces to support livelihood activities. Speed is another positive aspect
of self-recovery programming, where cash support can be delivered to large numbers of
households in a short space of time. A key negative includes inconsistent technical quality.
If households are recovering by themselves, they may not have the technical knowledge or
the skills to be able to incorporate build-back-safer components into the reconstruction, or
may not even know about safer building messages, if the dissemination of these does not
reach the affected communities.

In one of the early studies of self-recovery [6], cases in the Philippines (Typhoon
Haiyan response 2013) and Nepal (Gorkha earthquake response 2015) were investigated.
It was found that significant barriers to self-recovery were created by local and national
government policy decisions, creating an environment that did not support self-recovery.
Displacing households from their livelihoods had a negative impact; it meant that although
they may have had safer shelter, there was little opportunity to earn a living where they
were newly located. The proposal made by [6] is that, for self-recovery to be effective, the
housing need must be integrated with other needs such as including access to livelihoods,
water, sanitation, hygiene, health, and food security. Cash assistance was found to have a
specific negative effect on self-recovery: the most vulnerable households were not able to
access the formal support systems.

In an evidence review of safety aspects of self-recovery shelter programs [3], there
were only a small number of studies that reported findings in this area. The evidence
was generally of poor quality, so the results need to be interpreted with caution. In [3],
the authors determined three areas of relevance where self-recovery programs reported
findings on the safety of the reconstructed housing: technical support, adaptation of local
construction techniques, and knowledge transfer. Each of the issues are detailed below.

Technical support was very commonly used to support self-recovery through training
programs, but whether this leads to safer construction seems to be related to monitoring of
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the construction process. Organizations supporting self-recovery programs need to have
the capacity to provide technical assistance, which can be complicated if householders are
given choice on which materials to use and how to fix them together.

Support for self-recovery commonly uses the adaptation of local construction tech-
niques. The benefits of this approach are that materials are easily accessible and commonly
free and can be replicated easily due to existing skills in the community, although the
supply scarcity of local materials is also becoming evident, as discussed in the Vanuatu case
study below. Communities are more likely to continue using these methods if they are easy
to modify, so there is more chance of sustainability using these construction techniques. The
main drawback of this approach is that it is time-consuming to investigate local techniques
and work with the community to adapt and refine them. This time commitment may not
fit easily into humanitarian reconstruction or donor financing timetables.

There is some evidence [3], although weakly presented, that indicates that knowledge
transfer about safer construction can spread throughout the community to households
who are self-recovering completely by themselves and do not receive any support for their
recovery process. It is likely that this happens through awareness of training programs
being given to households who are humanitarian program beneficiaries, or through lo-
cal artisans who have received training and are then employed by households to assist
with reconstruction.

An evidence review of the impact of self-recovery programs [5] similarly found only
a small number of relevant and reliable reports. The review found the following ways in
which shelter self-recovery can make an impact on the affected population at household
level: dignity and self-reliance, perception of safety and security, income or livelihoods,
assets or debts, physical and mental health, and knowledge about safer construction. The
study found good support in the evidence for positive effects of self-recovery programs
on dignity and self-reliance due to people taking ownership of the rebuilding process. It
also found good support for the perception of better safety and security. This was as a
result of reduced overcrowding, integration into host communities, and awareness of what
constitutes reliable materials and good construction quality. The evidence for the other
factors was inconsistent or unclear and needs more research to explore.

3. Materials and Methods

Informed by a broader study on self-recovery supported by the Global Challenges
Research Fund (GCRF) on “Self-Recovery from Humanitarian Crisis” conducted by CARE-
UK and Oxford Brookes University, UK [13], of which the Vanuatu case study below is
a part, and in response to the need for evidence mentioned in the previous section, the
following three research questions were investigated in the field studies in Vanuatu and
the analysis of the data collected therein:

1.  How is self-recovery understood by different stakeholders? (RQ1)

2. How has community self-recovery and support for self-recovery evolved? (RQ2)

3. What interventions and strategies are used by communities to support shelter self-
recovery and enhance disaster risk reduction (DRR) practice? (RQ3)

The basis of RQ1 is linked to the limited existing research on self-recovery, as discussed
above in Section 2, and thus in Vanuatu, it was sought to understand the perspective of both
community and organizational representatives. There are reports that the self-recovery
approach had been applied in recent years in Vanuatu, especially since TC Pam in 2015;
given that TC Harold was a recent disaster, RQ2 was posed to explore the most recent
developments in self-recovery. While self-recovery is essentially an agency-assisted process,
the community plays a vital role in it; therefore, RQ1 explored that role and at the same
time explored DRR practice within the self-recovery paradigm.

The research was conducted in partnership with CARE and mainly explored the
self-recovery initiatives of this organization; the work of some other organizations was also
investigated. Investigations were undertaken on three different islands in Vanuatu—Tanna,
Maewo and Pentecost—that were affected by different disasters and where self-recovery
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interventions were implemented. Tanna was affected by TC Pam in 2015, and the work of
CARE there represents an earlier stage of the application of the self-recovery approach. In
Maewo, people were relocated from the nearby island of Ambae after volcanic activity from
2017, and the self-recovery work by CARE consisted of support for the new settlers to build
houses that would provide safety from future disasters, which the existing community
had the opportunity to utilize as well. Pentecost was severely affected by TC Harold in
2020, and CARE undertook an extensive shelter self-recovery initiative there that included
a variety of inputs including the provision of training, materials, and equipment.

The data collection methods were adapted from methodological approaches devel-
oped by the GCRF team. The communities participating in the research were purposely
selected based on their involvement in CARE’s humanitarian response programs. A repre-
sentative sample of research participants included a range of responses and experiences,
a gender balance, and a diversity of geographical locations (e.g., inland and coastal com-
munities, north and south situated communities). The data collection methods included
focus group discussions (FGDs) at the community level, semi-structured interviews of
households and community key informants on the three islands, and semi-structured
interviews of organizational key informants in Port Vila, Tanna, and overseas (see Table 1).
The interview and FGD questions were structured along the lines of the three research
questions above: firstly, to find out about the understanding of shelter self-recovery of
the participants at both community and organizational levels; secondly, to know about
their respective experiences in the series of recent disasters (Cyclone Pam, Cyclone Harold,
Ambae Volcano) with a view to explore the evolution of shelter self-recovery; and thirdly,
focusing on local support strategies for shelter self-recovery with a view to understanding
DRR measures. A comparison of the responses by the two different groups—communities
and organizations—allowed a comparison of the different and/or similar perceptions and
interpretations, thereby contributing to the research results.

Thematic analysis was conducted on the collected data, which is suited to this from of
phenomenographical research, which sought to examine how different people understood
and experienced the phenomenon of shelter self-recovery (see [14] on this form of research).
In practical terms, it involved a manual coding method to identify key themes. The thematic
codes consisted mainly of perspectives of the respondents, and thereby recurrent and also
unique issues were identified. The interview and FGD responses were reviewed to identify
a set of recurrent issues pertaining to shelter self-recovery in Vanuatu, which were manually
assigned individual color codes, which then informed the structure and components of the
research results. Unique issues were also identified to complement the narratives from the
common issues.

A qualitative approach was followed, involving both secondary and primary data
collection and the analysis of the data to identify key issues relating to shelter self-recovery.
The case study presented below is derived mainly from the primary data from the field,
consisting of interviews and focus group discussions (FGDs), and also informed by some
key relevant documents.
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Table 1. Summary of data collection methods.

i. Community Level

Methods

Pentecost
6 Communities (FGDs
in 5)

Tanna
2 Communities

Maewo
3 Communities

Focus Group Discussions (FGDs) (total

1 female + 1 male FGD
per community. TOTAL

1 female + 1 male FGD
per community. TOTAL

1 female + 1 male FGD
per community. TOTAL

20 FGDs in 3 locations) 10 FGDs 4 FGDs 6 FGDs

Semi-structured interviews: Community

Key Informants, especially Shelter Focal . . . . . .
2. Points (SFPs) (total 15 interviews in 7 interviews (3 female) 2 interviews (1 female) 6 interviews (1 female)

3 locations)

Semi-structured interviews: Households,

including vulnerable people such as the
3. elderly, widows and people with 6 interviews (4 female) 2 interviews (1 female) 2 interview (2 female)

disabilities (total 10 interviews in
3 locations)
ii. Organization Level
Method: Semi-Structured Key Informant Interviews (KIIs) (TOTAL 10 interviews)
1. National Disaster Management Office 1 x Staff (Port Vila)
Department of Strategic Planning and Aid Policy .
2 Coordination (DESPAC) 1 x Staff (Port Vila)
3. Public Works Department/Shelter Cluster Lead 1 x Staff (Port Vila)
4. Lume Rural Training Centre (LRTC) 1 x Staff (Tanna)
5. International NGO (CARE) 2 x Staff (Port Vila)
. 1 x VRCS Disaster Manager with
6. Vanuatu Red Cross Society (VRCS) Shelter /PASSA /field experience (Port Vila)
7. International NGO (IOM) 1 x Staff (Port Vila)
8. International NGO (Australian Red Cross) 1 x Staff (Australia)
9. Independent Shelter Consultant 1 x Consultant (Port Y11a); for’mer CARE Shelter
Technical Adviser

10. Donor agency 1 x USAID (Washington D.C.)

4. Results

The results of the research are structured below according to the three research ques-
tions mentioned above in Section 3. These results were the basis for identifying the
recommendations presented later in Section 5. Some of the key issues that emerged from
the field investigations, as discussed below, underscored the importance of understanding
the context, community consultation and engagement, and the supply of natural building
materials, which have informed the formulation of the recommendations.

4.1. Understanding Self-Recovery

The initial community recovery process evident from Vanuatu consists of salvaging
materials from damaged homes to build a temporary shelter. People might live in inade-
quate shelter over an extended period after a disaster as they incrementally improve their
dwellings. The self-recovery projects of organizations such as CARE focus on incorporating
a degree of safety so that these houses can be resilient. Tarpaulin sheets provided as emer-
gency relief assist in protection in the interim (see Figure 1) before more durable options
are available through the support of agencies including training and tools. The shelter
self-recovery model generally does not directly provide building materials or cash, and
disaster-affected households are expected to source the materials themselves. Tarpaulin
sheets are provided as emergency relief for temporary shelter during the crisis stage,
although households have been found to be using them well after the initial period.
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e  Promoting the necessity of disaster preparedness: With regard to shelter self-recovery,
specific measures for disaster preparedness need to be promoted at the community
level, where people require more training and awareness to ensure appropriate actions
relating to shelter, food gardens, water supply, etc. in a disaster, and preparation of
adequate safe shelters and other concerns in a disaster. Preparedness for a supply of
natural materials after a disaster is also important by exploring options for support to
local suppliers.

e  Supporting sustainable forestry and plantations: To address the materials supply crisis,
natural resource management including replanting and rejuvenating trees for timber
supply and also natural organic materials—bamboo, natangora, wild cane, plants for
bush rope, etc.—according to local building traditions of specific island contexts is
necessary. This can be done in partnership with the government.

e  Advocating for governmental engagement: NGOs should be advising and helping the
government to set policies and help people access skills, materials, and logistics that
support self-recovery strategies and provide guidance on means of leveraging financial
and institutional resources. Advocating governmental support to Community Disaster
and Climate Change Committees (CDCCCs) under the National Disaster Management
Office (NDMO) to engage in self-recovery is important. Other areas include advocacy
to include traditional shelter building techniques and materials in building codes
and education.

e  Continuing support for gender and social inclusion initiatives: Humanitarian orga-
nizations such as CARE should build on their achievements in the field of gender
and social inclusion and use these as a tool for wider leverage at the institutional and
community levels. They need to continue and develop this role so that women, the
elderly, and people with disabilities have a stronger voice in shelter self-recovery.

e  Assessing the applicability of a cash transfer approach: Although the self-recovery
model followed by organizations such as CARE does not provide cash, a study by
Oxfam [15] suggests that cash transfers can be feasible in some cases. It thus needs to
be assessed whether a cash transfer approach is applicable according to the context.
It might be applicable especially for the most vulnerable, and it also allows making
individual choices on how to recover according to specific circumstances. Conditional
cash transfer can be tied to the application of resilience measures in shelter. This might
mean looking further at training and access to knowledge for a self-recovery approach
and options for a recovery grant process.

e Having an exit strategy with strong legacy outcomes: It is important to plan an exit
strategy after project completion with valuable legacy outcomes. What is left behind
needs to be taken into account, and the level of self-reliance and empowerment for
future self-recovery projects needs to be understood. The possibility of future ongoing
shelter maintenance through support by SFPs should be explored.

6. Conclusions

This paper provides much-needed evidence on the application of a self-recovery ap-
proach in post-disaster shelter assistance. The literature highlights the need for better
quality evidence, and this study demonstrates a rigorous scientific method and analyti-
cal framework. The research approach highlights the strength of research collaboration
between operational humanitarian agencies and academic organizations, harnessing the
strengths of both to enable quality research. The connections and country office of CARE
in Vanuatu enabled dependable groups of individuals and communities to be identified
and accessed through their network of beneficiaries. The academic partners enabled the
research method to be set up and analyzed in a rigorous manner to ensure good-quality ev-
idence was produced. An additional benefit is the research impact. An operational partner
organization who has been operating in the area for a long time period will continue to be
present in the future. The findings and lessons from the research can therefore be directly
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applied to planning and response to future disaster events and incorporated into policies
and standard operating procedures of the partner organization.

From this case study, the understanding of self-recovery has been advanced. In
Vanuatu, it was found that households aspired to live in houses built from “modern”
materials using “modern” construction methods, which caused tension with the proposals
of the agency supporting the self-recovery process, which focused on traditional materials
and construction methods with added safety features. It is likely that this issue exists more
widely that Vanuatu, but more research would be useful to determine this, to address what
can be done to manage expectations during the recovery process, and to communicate the
value (sustainability, maintenance, cost) of the safer traditional construction approach.

There is a key relationship between self-recovery and the natural environment evi-
denced in this research. The self-recovery approach, by prioritizing traditional materials
obtained from the natural environment, highlighted future shortages of these materials
unless policies and projects were put in place to ensure the sustainable supply of these
materials. One positive aspect of this linkage is that livelihood programs to work with the
natural environment to produce building materials could be a positive outcome of support
for self-recovery housing. Again, this is an issue that has the potential to be significant for
the protection of environmental resources as well as life cycle environmental impacts of
housing programs in many situations of housing recovery. More research is needed in this
area to determine the extent of this relationship and measure its impact.

Finally, the importance of knowledge exchange is highlighted in the research findings.
Self-recovery depends on information being spread amongst the affected population on
better and safer reconstruction practice, so this represents a key area of investigation. In
the case of Vanuatu, the Shelter Focal Person (SFP) role in the community represents an
opportunity to locate knowledge in the structure of the community, and the creation of this
role ensures continuity. Successful knowledge exchange was also seen in community-to-
community support and the knowledge exchange between safer construction guidelines
and traditional construction knowledge. All of these factors be worthy of study in other
geographical contexts.
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