Paraphrased transcript of 3/19/11 phone call between Holden Karnofsky and Saundra Schimmelpfennig. Posted by Holden Karnofsky with permission of Saundra Schimmelpfennig.

Holden: What do you think the Japanese government and Japanese Red Cross are communicating? The Red Cross's latest report still says funding is not needed, but there have also been many quotes that they're grateful for support.

Saundra: I wish we had more clarity from them. My best read is that the Red Cross is willing to take the money but is not requesting the money. The language on their website implies to me that they are planning on cash distributions. The government is saying to give cash, not things. 

I could imagine them not thinking about the longer term there; they've got a lot of issues they're dealing with so I don't know how much they're really going to think through the long term stuff. 

Holden: It seems to me that they have a lot of capacity - they have people whose job is more fundraising and budgeting, so even in the midst of this disaster I'd still guess that there are people who could take a very rough, big-picture look at how much is going to be spent on the later recovery effort and say whether or not donations are needed.

Saundra: Good point. I'd also guess that they've done some basic high-level thinking. I doubt they have a full needs assessment.

Holden: What's your read on the role of NGOs in the relief and recovery effort?

Saundra: In the latest OCHA update, the government is telling INGOs not to come to them until we're past the search and rescue phase. There may be a need in the future for INGOs - I'm not willing to rule that out.

The reports on AlertNet match the reports coming out of OCHA: the 13 listed in the most recent report are the ones officially allowed in, and most of them really have a very limited role - more technical support than a massive influx of help. I believe those 13 do have permission to be there, and the rest don't. Then there are the local organizations; they're on the ground and they're active. But who knows who they are?

I have been given the names of two coordinating bodies. One is a body of Japanese NGOs that work elsewhere, they're a consortium, and they're getting involved in this, and then there is a local consortium as well.
 Those would make sense in my opinion to give to, but then how? How do you give to them? Especially the local one.

There has been debate about "the asterisk." I wish nonprofits would be more up-front. A lot of them have justified raising funds saying there are these other needs worldwide, but they need to be more up front about it.

Holden: GlobalGiving has given out some funds to NGOs. Any thoughts on its choices and whether they're productively contributing to the relief effort?

Saundra: My concern with finding partners after a disaster instead of already having partners you're working with is that it's a really lousy time to be trying to judge the quality of organizations. I could see if they've already had a long standing relationship with organizations on the ground how they could get the money there relatively quickly, but in this case they don't know whom they're going to grant, and in the middle of a massive disaster response they have to try to evaluate nonprofits … for anyone that's trying to do this, how well can they really evaluate that organization? It's a lousy time to be trying to figure this out. My preference with GlobalGiving would be for them to stick to countries where they have an established presence.

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. 

Saundra: You're pretty close to my thinking on this. And I'm about to write a blog post kind of along these lines. What is the added value going to be of any of these international aid organizations coming in for the rebuilding? People have very strict building codes, all the people who are now jobless can help with the rebuilding, you've got the teachers, you've got the educational system. 

I've thought this for a long time but Japan is really bringing this to a head: our system for donating to disasters is just broken. This money needs to go into a consolidated fund. The Japanese government is the logical entity to distribute the money. It makes sense that for them to have access to these funds instead of the funds going to an INGO. An INGO can take a cut of it and then give it to the Red Cross who then gives it to the government - why? This has really brought to a head that we need a centralized fund. Chile, New Zealand and Japan are all perfectly capable of managing disasters themselves and having that control of the money.

Holden: I agree, that makes sense to me for countries such as Chile, New Zealand and Japan. What about a country like Haiti where maybe the government isn't the ideal partner?

Saundra: The Haiti govt does have issues but "several thousand nonprofits" doesn't work either. The UN gets a lot of flack for being slow (and in my experience that's true) but I really wish the UN could coordinate and take the funds. And if nonprofits do need to come in, great, they would be more tightly controlled, there would be more quality control.

Holden: Do you know whether there's a way for donors to give directly to the Japanese government?

Saundra: It must not be possible because one of the things that came out over Reliefweb is that the Japanese government is asking that funds be given to the Japanese Red Cross. In Situation Update 5 or 6, it wasn't clear whether they meant individual or government aid.
 But then the Japanese Red Cross has language implying that it will give out the donations as cash. This has been an issue on Twitter for a while now: what do the Japanese Red Cross and Japanese government really want?

Holden: What do you think of the behavior of the big funders? I looked on Reliefweb and there's no official appeal posted, and total aid given or pledged is under $10 million, most of it from the U.S. and most of it apparently not in the form of cash. By contrast, 3 days after the Haiti earthquake hit, there was a $500+ million appeal and $300+ million in gifts and commitments.

Saundra: The consolidated appeal posted on Reliefweb is through the UN and there hasn't been one, that's my feeling - Japan has not requested assistance.

Holden: I've been thinking of cold-calling the Japanese Red Cross and Reliefweb and trying to get some more color here. Do you think that would be a bad idea given how busy they all are, or do you think that if they talk to me it means they have the capacity to talk to me?

Saundra: I don't think it could do any harm, though you aren't necessarily going to be able to talk to people who can give you full and substantive answers.

I do think the situation updates OCHA is putting out are pretty good.

Holden: What do you think of the argument that Japan is not asking for aid for cultural reasons?

Saundra: That's tough for me to swallow. The people making these decisions are high up enough that they're used to dealing with Westerners and understand Western culture.

� This conversation occurred before the March 22 update stating "The Japanese Red Cross Society (JRCS) has mobilized its staff and resources nation-wide and domestic donations are being received to assist affected communities. JRCS is receiving cash contributions from some Red Cross Red Crescent National Societies in the spirit of solidarity."


� Saundra later posted information about these organizations at http://goodintents.org/disaster/giving-to-local-organizations-in-japan


� See � HYPERLINK "http://www.reliefweb.int/rw/rwb.nsf/db900sid/mcoi-8ezfnn" �http://www.reliefweb.int/rw/rwb.nsf/db900sid/mcoi-8ezfnn�





