e Each ACTION LEARNING report is authored by a CPDP practitioner and reflects CashSChool
their unique perspective, grounded in direct engagement with CVA activities.

e ‘Action learning reports’ do not represent the official practice, views or policies of
the practitioner’s National Society.

e ‘Action learning reports’ are not academic papers, but rather action learning research
projects rooted in real-time inquiry and reflective practice.

Cash Practitioner Development Programme (CPDP) participants share key insights and
lessons learned from the implementation of Cash and Voucher Assistance (CVA), both
within their own National Societies and through experiences gained during learning

deployments.
These Action Learning projects capture operational and strategic reflections, linking technical,

professional, and organisational learning to real-world CVA practice. The insights generated

are valuable for others working in similar humanitarian contexts
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Introduction

The year 2025 is witnessing the culmination of a trend that has been looming over the
humanitarian sector for some time. Heavy budget cuts are affecting the sector across the
board, while needs reach new heights. The challenge remains clear: how to do more with less.
How to continue providing the same level of life-saving assistance to people affected by

crises with smaller budgets, fewer staff, and increased financial uncertainty.

This question is not new to the humanitarian sector, which often sits together to reflect on
whether it remains true to its principles of humanity, neutrality, impartiality and

independence while seeking ways to adapt to constrained resources.

In 2016, at the first Grand Bargain, donors and aid organisations agreed to improve efficiency
and effectiveness of humanitarian assistance. Cash and voucher assistance (CVA) was
explicitly recognized as a tool that could help achieve these goals, reducing transaction and
logistics costs while respecting the dignity and choice of affected people. In 2020, Grand
Bargain 2.0 reaffirmed these commitments and highlighted the critical role of local actors.
Local organisations, often the first responders in crises, bring contextual knowledge,

community trust, and the ability to deliver aid more cost effectively.

During the Covid-19 pandemic, this critical role of local actors was put to the test. When
borders closed and flights were suspended, international actors were left with no alternative
but to rely on local responders. In spite of this, now in 2025 levels of local participation in
humanitarian response remain close to pre-pandemic levels. Crises may create windows for

change, but acting deliberately is the only way to promote meaningful transformation.

Now, with funding cuts and shifting political priorities, there is renewed pressure for
humanitarian assistance to become more effective and efficient. During this “humanitarian
reset”, cash is again highlighted as a tool to achieve this: doing more with less, while

promoting dignity and choice — this is nothing new. However, there is a real risk that the
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progress CVA has seen in the past years — becoming the standard response mechanism in
many humanitarian operations, well-coordinated and harmonized among actors — will go
back to being perceived as an extra burden, especially if it means sharing space and resources
with others. If organisations retreat into siloed programming, the progress toward

harmonised, participant-centred CVA risks being undone.

During the past year and a half, I have been part of the Cash Practitioners Development
Programme, an initiative of the Cash Hub, part of the British Red Cross. I have attended a
wide array of trainings and had the chance to join two deployments with different actors
within the Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement: the Cash Centre of Excellence, hosted by

the Lebanese Red Cross, and the International Federation of the Red Cross in Brazil.

My goal with this piece is to connect these experiences with the humanitarian reset, to make
sense of the different challenges faced by these two contexts, and to offer reflections into how
CVA can remain a central piece of humanitarian response even when resources shrink. While
the MENA experience showed me how advocacy can shape government acceptance, the
experience in Brazil helped me reflect on the importance of local actors, and how strong
social protection (SP) systems can work together with humanitarian CVA in different ways

for meaningful and durable solutions beyond crises.
Cash Centre of Excellence, MENA

In my first deployment, I worked with the Cash Centre of Excellence (CCoE), a regional
resource hosted by the Lebanese Red Cross (LRC), established to strengthen CVA for
National Societies in the Middle East and North Africa. My focus was especially around
advocacy: promoting policy engagement and leadership in CVA to improve access and

quality of assistance.

The goal of the deployment was to craft simple but persuasive messages to raise awareness of

cash as a modality in humanitarian interventions. To do that, I had to delve into some of the
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different contexts in the region to understand what the main hindrances to the use of
humanitarian cash as an assistance modality were. Through that, I learned that, for some
governments, accepting that international actors provide money to their people can be seen as
a sign of weakness, or admitting authorities are failing to protect and provide for their
citizens. Demonstrating that it is possible (and often desirable) to link CVA programmes to
government efforts at providing to their people in times of crises, for example through social
protection linkages, can not only show how the government can participate and gain

ownership of the programmes, but also make assistance more durable and sustainable.

Another recurring concern is dependency: fears that cash could discourage work or distort
markets. To address this, advocacy must communicate clear exit strategies, so that
programme implementers and participants can work together to make the assistance
meaningful and sustainable. Finally, trust deficits add to the problem. Authorities worry that
cash could be misused or diverted to armed groups. Through my network, I could draw on the
experience in the Sahel to help me understand some of the challenges to overcome such
deficit. While some countries in the region had imposed partial or total bans on CVA,
advocacy was virtually the only activity cash actors could focus on. For these and the MENA
contexts, having an in depth understanding of the particularities of such concerns is crucial

when drafting persuasive messages.

Although there is rich literature to counter many of these arguments, they are still very
context sensitive. This makes advocacy crucial. In my work at the CCoE, I saw the
importance of distinguishing between internal advocacy (within the Movement) and external
advocacy (with governments, donors, and the public). While internal buy-in might be strong,
strategies must be context-sensitive, and the CCoE does a good job at assisting countries in
terms of knowledge sharing, but also at promoting that their local counterparts have the last

say on the advocacy messages they produce.
Finally, it is worth noting the value of regional exchanges, as solutions developed in one

MENA country can inspire others facing similar challenges. For instance, the cash

preparedness built up in Syria enabled a much quicker and more adequate response when the
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earthquake struck at the border with Tiirkiye. This illustrates how a National Society can
respond effectively to a sudden crisis when prior preparedness is in place. This is a great
example being shared by the CCoE, adapted and replicated in the form of good practices

among the countries in the region.
International Federation of the Red Cross, Brazil

In my second deployment, I worked alongside the IFRC team in Brazil, deployed to respond
to the unprecedented floods which affected the state of Rio Grande do Sul in May of 2024.
The IFRC launched an emergency appeal to respond to the heavy rains, which devastated 469
municipalities and affected over 45,000 people. The response combined multipurpose cash
assistance with WASH, shelter, and health activities, with an overall goal of reaching 6,000
households. One of the main challenges was the lack of an operational national office of the
Brazilian Red Cross, which led to both operational and contextual challenges. In spite of that,
the IFRC managed to leverage technical support from the region. The good coordination with
community associations and leaderships and strong CEA feedback mechanisms have
strengthened the response, which resulted in a very positive impact in spite of these

challenges.

In much of Latin America, the context is very different from what I previously experienced in
the MENA region. Social protection systems (although often insufficient) have been well
established for many years. Markets are usually resilient, and providing money so people can
meet their own needs is a widely accepted practice. Governments also trust citizens to know

best how to use this assistance.

In Brazil in particular, such a consolidated acceptance of cash as an assistance modality can
be exemplified by this government guideline on the use of cash assistance. In response to the
floods in Rio Grande do Sul in 2024, the government provided a grant of 5,100 reais (around
1,000 USD) to families which had to leave their homes permanently or temporarily. To the

question on whether there were any rules for the use of this assistance, the assistance’s
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official website stated: “Auxilio Reconstrucao (Reconstruction Aid) is a federal government
grant that allows families to get their lives back on track. It allows those who lost their
refrigerators, stoves, televisions, sofas, or mattresses to buy these items, and those whose
homes were partially destroyed, to make minor renovations. Therefore, each family can use

the funds as it sees fit.” This demonstrates a key enabler of cash uptake.

In spite of this broad government alignment, the IFRC’s operation in response to the floods
was not free of challenges, and it faced a particularly complex framework. The central body
of the Brazilian Red Cross was legally suspended during the operations, leaving branches
without a clear direction and leadership. At the same time, the IFRC lacked a Legal Status
Agreement in Brazil, limiting its ability to operate in the country, and having to find creative
ways to overcome barriers. Other minor challenges typical to such responses — staff turnover,

engaging local actors — were mainly compounded by these two challenges.

For example, the initially identified transfer mechanism for the CVA programme, bank
transfers, had very low success rates. The system identified only a few months into the
response, Pix (an instant payment system with wide penetration) proved far more effective.
This highlighted the importance of involving local responders early in programme design, as
the suitability of Pix as a technological innovation that helps cash get to people who need it

could have been more easily identified by those already using it in their daily lives.

One of my reflections around this programme was on why the response did not align with any
existing Social Protection system in the country, given Brazil has such a wellestablished
system based on conditional cash transfers. One of the government programmes in response
to the floods, the auxilio reconstru¢ao, targeted those forced to leave their homes and,
therefore, reached beyond those targeted by the basic SP system. This allowed the assistance
to specifically reach those who had been affected by the floods without considering their
previous vulnerability status. Other programmes, such as rental assistance and subsidised
housing loans, were also promoted by the government, but both bureaucracy and gaps in the

targeting limited access to the assistance.
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This is where the Red Cross stepped in. By coordinating with local organisations and
community leaderships, it managed to identify those affected by the floods who were
unassisted or who presented vulnerabilities which compromised their recovery. In retrospect,
the gaps of unassisted people (tenants, migrants and refugees, separate families units who

shared the same address etc) were difficult to spot at the time decisions were made.

Reflecting back, had the programme been linked with the local SP system from the start,
making use of already established payment mechanisms, many families could have been
identified and reached earlier. Although the assistance was warmly welcomed even over a
year after the floods, which highlighted persistent vulnerabilities, channelling funds through
existing systems, even partially, could have helped both to deliver faster relief while also
supporting the government in identifying its own coverage gaps, thereby strengthening
preparedness for future shocks. Using established SP systems could have been a cost-
effective way of reaching many vulnerable people, including those already living in

precarious situations before the crisis.

At the same time, there are limitations to this approach. A system as robust and widereaching
as Brazil’s social protection network does not necessarily benefit from smaller-scale
humanitarian programmes, which may in fact have more impact by working at the
community level to fill gaps left by the larger programme. Through direct engagement with
local leaders, humanitarian actors can identify those left out of government schemes, or those
whose vulnerabilities worsened in the aftermath of the shock. Perhaps a more deliberate
complementarity could have allowed the Red Cross to focus its resources on these

overlooked groups.

Scale was another challenge. Because the floods affected such a wide area, aligning fully
with the government’s SP system would have implied committing to a statewide coverage, an
unrealistic scope given the IFRC’s and the National Society’s resources. Running a parallel
programme, therefore, enabled the Red Cross to concentrate efforts in the most severely

affected localities, where local branches could have stronger impact and visibility. This
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choice, while limiting integration with state structures, ensured that assistance was more

adequate for those who needed it most.

Finally, the institutional context mattered. The Brazilian Red Cross had not been operational
during or after the floods, which constrained its capacity to leverage existing government
relationships and build lasting cooperation structures. These structural barriers made full

integration with SP less feasible in practice, even if desirable in theory.
Lessons for the Humanitarian Reset

Comparing MENA and Brazil highlights the central role of trust in CVA acceptance. In parts
of MENA, mistrust in people, systems, and political motives can limit cash uptake, while in

Brazil, trust in both citizens and institutions has enabled large-scale cash distribution. In both
cases, however, the role of local actors is decisive, an important lesson for the “humanitarian

reset.”

These examples show how local actors are essential both in finding appropriate solutions to
their own challenges and in advocating for CVA in a context-sensitive way. While
international support for CVA among INGOs, UN agencies, and donors remains strong,
programmes risk overlooking key contextual factors if they are not spearheaded, owned, and
guided by local actors. This includes identifying solutions like Pix in Brazil or navigating
authorities’ scepticism toward cash in some MENA countries. Even in Brazil, one could
argue that the cash programme might have been more sustainable had it been more connected

to existing local structures.

We already know that cash is efficient, effective, and promotes choice and dignity. On paper,
this is clear, but in practice, success requires attention to local dynamics and, wherever
possible, leadership by local actors. This is especially important now, when budget cuts and

competing priorities force the sector to “do more with less.” For the humanitarian reset to
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succeed, scaling up CVA and localisation together offers a pathway to greater efficiency,

sustainability, and dignity for affected populations.
Conclusion

CVA has grown from an innovation to a standard tool in humanitarian response. It is
efficient, effective, and dignified, qualities urgently needed as budgets shrink and needs
grow. The humanitarian reset is a chance to continue mainstreaming CVA globally, drawing
on lessons from contexts as different as MENA and Latin America. Success depends on

context-specific advocacy, trust-building, and linking with national systems when possible.

My experiences in MENA and Brazil highlight several lessons that can inform the
humanitarian reset. First, cash and voucher assistance has proven itself as one of the most
efficient ways to respond in times of shrinking budgets and growing needs. It reduces
logistics and transaction costs while giving people dignity and choice, and because

households spend according to their priorities, CVA serves multiple sectors at once.

Second, advocacy is critical for increasing uptake. In contexts where governments fear
misuse, dependency, or loss of sovereignty, carefully tailored advocacy, grounded in
evidence, success stories, and peer-to-peer exchange can help shift perceptions. It is also clear
that this can be even more efficient when done as an ongoing process, not one that is
activated only during a calamity. Even within the Movement, advocacy remains essential to
ensure buy-in across diverse National Societies with different political and operational

realities.

Third, crises often create windows of opportunity for scaling up cash, whether during a
pandemic, natural disasters, or sudden donor interest changes. Being cash-prepared, with
systems and advocacy tools already in place, allows actors to act swiftly when these moments

arise.
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Finally, linking humanitarian CVA with national social protection systems is an important
pathway to sustainability and eventual exit in more stable contexts. Where systems are
strong, as in Brazil, alignment can speed up delivery and strengthen government preparedness
for future shocks. At the same time, linking with SP is not always feasible or the best choice.
In large-scale crises, or where National Society capacity is limited, parallel humanitarian
programmes can focus resources on the most affected areas or those excluded from
government assistance. The challenge is to balance coverage with adequacy, and to use
complementarity with government systems where it adds value without overstretching

resources.
These lessons point to a clear conclusion: for the humanitarian reset to succeed, CVA must be

at its core, anchored in efficiency, dignity, advocacy, preparedness, and where possible,

strong connections to existing systems and strong leadership of local actors.
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