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John: You've given pretty conservative advice, I think. Doctors Without Borders is admirable in some respects for saying "we don't want to take any at all for the disaster because we're not sure in advance how much we're going to spend." That's an admirable and reliable approach. By your standard they're definitely a great choice, that's absolutely deserving of ongoing support so they can make smart decisions with the money with their war chest when the time comes. That said, we're definitely hearing from sources in the Japanese government and NGOs on the ground that there's a role for an NGO response. OCHA is saying that the government is requesting that everyone essentially stay out unless they're asked to come in and to help, and that's important and the difference between Japan and Haiti is that in Japan there's a strong functioning government response which can actually help donors have the effect they want to have. In many cases the shelters are being run by whatever governmental entity is there but they're absolutely receiving assistance from NGOs who are filling gaps and providing diapers and toilet paper and basic necessities for people who have been displaced. The scale of the disaster is just enormous, and it's unreasonable to think any government is equipped to handle the whole response, even one as well prepared as the government of Japan.

Holden: But even if the government can't handle the whole response itself, it's as capable as anyone else of giving grants to NGOs, isn't it? Do you know whether it's doing that?

John: I don't. When I think back to Katrina and Rita, in some ways similar situations, it seems that it's difficult for any one entity to wrap their organizational capacity around a situation like this. What we're hearing from the entities we're talking with is that they're helping the government even figure out what food and supplies need to go where … I can't tell you how much money the government has in its coffers and is or isn't giving to NGOs. NGOs are expressing a need for more resources and donors are willing to give it, and our donors are making that happen. If you look at how much the government sunk into rebuilding Katrina, there's always more to be done, that the government is not able to do. There are many cases where an NGO can be more nimble and responsive than a government entity.

Holden: How did you choose which organizations to fund for your initial set of grants?

John: We were immediately in contact with two of our go-to partners in times of disaster, IMC and Save the Children… then we started reaching out our networks, in some cases personal and in some cases professional, for recommendations. The more local and connected within a country, the better the likelihood that an organization can respond in appropriate ways. Mercy Corps's preferred partner, Peace Winds, first came up because Mercy Corps was saying "they're our go-to organization, we're going to mobilize Mercy Corps supporters for Peace Winds." We're comfortable with Mercy Corps, and then we verified through other sources in Japan that Peace Winds is indeed on the ground responding. Then we started getting in touch with really local Japanese NGOs that we didn't have a relationship with and actually approached, folks at the Department of Defense recommended them as good organizations. One of them I'm most excited about right now is Japan Platform; we reached out to them and they play this really critical role in disaster relief, they've got a network of 32 NGOs and they're in Japan and their job is to coordinate disaster relief in Japan. They help organizations get registered and licensed to work in certain areas. We've decided to include them in our fund.

Architecture for Humanity has had teams in Japan for a long time. 

Holden: What was the primary evidence you relied on in determining that these were good organizations?

John: Referrals, independent research that we did to verify the track record, and then direct conversations with those organizations, having them really explain their work to us. After working with thousands of organizations you get a little bit of feel for their character.

Part of the reason we wanted to make grants early on is that at this point donors are active with their hearts more than their heads, and it's good for them to know that the funds aren't just sitting in a bank account. People want to know that things are being done.

Holden: Have you confirmed that each of your grantees is coordinating with and/or has the permission of the Japanese government?

John: The public statements by the Japanese government have been playing it pretty close to the vest. Through independent conversations with folks at the government we've confirmed that these groups are part of the effort and are coordinating with the authorities. What we've learned is Japan Platform is helping make sure the organizations that are getting their funding are properly authorized. 

Holden: Why are Mercy Corps, Save the Children and International Medical Corps your go-to organizations for disaster relief? Why not other disaster relief organizations such as Doctors Without Borders, World Vision, etc.?

John: We've found our go-to organizations to be very responsive to donors, and through business in the field and everything we're hearing from beneficiaries, their work has seemed to be valuable and credible. We've nothing but positive feedback from field visits. They've been good about reporting through our platform. 

We've worked with World Vision in the past but at this time, they haven't expressed interest in working with us and we haven't felt the need to reach out to them.

Holden: I spoke to Saundra Schimmelpfennig and she stated that she would feel better if GlobalGiving stuck to areas where it has existing partnerships rather than trying to figure out who the good organizations are in the midst of a chaotic situation. What's your take on that?

John: I did a blog post with more detail on whom we're working with and why, and describing our approach. If she still has the same concerns after reading that, I'd love to talk with her.

One thing to keep in mind is that people do have a tendency to give in these situations. The vast majority of $10-25 donors are acting on sheer impulse and are going to do so without thinking much about whether it's the smartest time to give or best organization to give to. So we are trying to influence this flow in ways that make it more likely those donations will have an impact.  Donors are trusting GlobalGiving to make smart choices with their funds. With that context, I'm super confident in what we've been able to assemble here, and we've got probably another dozen plus organizations that we're talking with.

Holden: What do you think about the "room for more funding" question, i.e., the question of whether more money is actually leading to different relief activities or whether these organizations would get those activities funded regardless (out of unrestricted funds, from other donors, etc.)?

John: That's always a tough question, it's like measuring additionality when you're trying to do carbon offsets - you paid for a tree but would it have grown anyway? It's a good question and that's why we're trying to work with organizations that are based in Japan because that way they'll at least spend it in Japan. So worst case is that you're basically saving the organizations from having to use their unrestricted funds or saving the government from having to come in, and thus saving the Japanese taxpayer money, and I think most folks would be OK with that. People are reacting to the suffering of the Japanese people.

Holden: Regarding the rebuilding effort, it seems to me that one of the best ways to help with the long-term rebuilding would be simply to give out cash to those affected. We've argued that cash transfers are underrated in general - the usual arguments against them are that people may be in non-functioning markets or may not have the knowledge or discipline to spend well, and those arguments may or may not have something to them in the poorest countries, but for this case it seems like there's no argument against giving out cash - these are people who were supporting themselves in a functional economy before the disaster hit, and they are probably capable of rebuilding themselves if given the resources. 

I have trouble imagining the value-added of a group like Architecture for Humanity, relative to just taking the money that would fund them and giving it to people and letting them decide what to build and how to build it.

John: I've been thinking about the general issue of cash transfers quite a bit. There's absolutely something to giving people money and trusting that people are generally smart and can figure out things for themselves. I don't know of any group that's taking that approach but I would love to add that to the mix somehow. 

Architecture for Humanity could seem like pretty esoteric stuff, but I heard that they've been in Japan for years and their staff there is almost all Japanese, and they've been figuring out in an ongoing way to make more resilient structures given the situation, now that we know a 9.0 earthquake is possible and can happen, 

Holden: But if that's true why are they asking for donations instead of selling their services? Seems like if they're right, those services are worth the money.

John: If you do know of a group giving out cash, I'd be happy to take a look and think about it. Not seeing one, I see the work Architecture for Humanity is doing and think it's a great fit with what is needed.

When I think of the role of charities in the rebuilding process, I think of providing a little bit of a cushion so people can get on with their lives, room for support while they rebuild.

Holden: Why do you think the big funders have given out so little money? Last I looked at Reliefweb the total was under $10 million from these official funders, and a lot of it was search-and-rescue teams. Compare that to over $300 million committed or given within 3 days of the Haiti earthquake. Then there's the Gates Foundation, which made very quick grants to disaster relief organizations after Haiti; I couldn't find anything of the sort on their website regarding Japan. Don't you think these big funders would be giving more if they saw places where more money could be improving the relief effort?

John: That's really hard to say. Here are a couple of guesses. USAID has a list of countries they typically operate in, Japan isn't one of them. Regarding Haiti, it felt at the time as though this was the reset button on Haiti, the opportunity to really try out rebuilding and doing it right, if I'm an actual big foundation with money in the bank, I might look at that and say this is a mission fit with us in so many different ways, Haiti is suffering from so many of the developing world problems, there's no way we can let this one go without throwing in some support. It's a different calculation with Japan … I don't see this as an indication that money is not needed, but if I'm Gates and USAID I'm saying there are other response efforts that are handling things and the fit with my mission isn't there. That's my guess; I don't have any other insight into it.

Holden: Thanks for taking the time and sharing your thoughts.

John: Sure. We're totally willing to have this conversation. We don't set ourselves up as an expert in disaster relief, but we are experts at making sure donor funds get to great organizations doing work on the ground, and we try to be really transparent about our decision making process and choices; if something comes to light and our approach looks questionable in some way we want to hear about it. We're trying to act like the donor you'd like everyone to be.

