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HUMANITARIAN LEARNING AND PRACTICE    PREPAREDNESS IN SENEGAL 

 

Distributions of cash can help disaster-affected families meet the complex needs 
that arise in emergencies. But setting up an effective cash-transfer program 
requires knowledge, analysis, and a set of skills that take time to develop.  
As a study of cash transfers in Senegal makes clear, preparedness is key.

INTRODUCTION  
When disaster strikes, people living in the affected 
communities often lose the assets and income they need to 
keep their families fed, sheltered, and clothed. Shipments of 
aid—though sometimes essential—risk undercutting the 
livelihoods of local farmers and traders who may 
themselves be struggling to survive the emergency.  But 
when aid providers can find ways of getting cash into the 
hands of struggling families, they enable people to buy what 
they need most urgently while boosting rather than 
undermining local markets.   

During the West Africa food crisis of 2012, Oxfam’s food 
security programs in Senegal focused on providing cash—
an intervention that community members clearly preferred 
to distributions of food. Oxfam later commissioned 
consultant Kokoévi Sossouvi to review its cash-transfer 
programs (CTPs) and offer guidance for setting up future 
CTPs as part of disaster-preparedness planning. The 
following brief is a summary of the Sossouvi report. 

THE STARTING POINT: GOOD ANALYSIS 
As with any humanitarian response, CTPs benefit from 
preparedness work that identifies hazards, at-risk regions 
and communities, local partners to work with in 
emergencies, the presence of other agencies doing similar 
work in the target areas, and the relevant coordination 
mechanisms that are in place.  

Familiarity with CTPs is, of course, a prerequisite for 
effective programming: knowing the criteria for choosing a 
cash-transfer approach; how to design, implement, monitor, 
and evaluate a CTP; and the possible risks and benefits 
involved. But at the heart of a decision to launch a CTP is 
strong market analysis—the ability, for example, to assess 
how the emergency has affected the market chain for key 
commodities.  The report recommends that preparedness 
efforts include training in Emergency Market Mapping and 
Analysis (EMMA), a toolkit for assessing whether local 
markets are functioning during emergencies. 

 

 

 

ABOVE: Fatoumata Dioum, a farmer in Senegal who was unable to feed her family after a near-total crop 
failure in 2011, collects a payment as part of a cash-transfer program implemented by an Oxfam partner.  
Holly Pickett / Oxfam America 



 

 

MOVING MONEY: CRITERIA  
THAT MATTER 
Another crucial preparedness activity is identifying the 
most effective methods available for transferring funds. 

To set the stage for choosing a cash-transfer mechanism, 
it is important to understand the overall financial inclusion 
landscape—in other words, the degree to which residents 
have access to financial institutions. In Senegal in 2011, 
only 7.4 percent of the adult population had a bank 
account; when microfinance institutions (MFIs) and the 
post office were included, the percentage of people with 
accounts rose to 23.4.  

Clearly, lack of access to financial institutions poses an 
obstacle to cash programming in Senegal. Yet for Oxfam, 
bypassing institutions entirely by carrying out direct, 
manual distributions is not a good solution. The study 
looked at a hypothetical scenario in which Oxfam would 
provide 1,000 people with 40,000 West African francs 
(CFA) in Senegal and concluded that, in order to count, 
verify, package, and label the money, all the staff currently 
authorized to handle cash would have to suspend their 
normal work each time there was a distribution. In 
addition, at each stage of the process—storing, handling, 
transporting, and distributing the cash—there would be 
security issues to address. 

Fortunately, in many contexts there is an array of 
alternatives that are faster, more efficient, and more 
secure than direct distributions. The study compared the 
transfer services offered by 11 institutions in Senegal—
credit unions, banks, mobile phone companies, and 
MFIs—that provide cash through debit cards, agents (e.g., 
shopkeepers), and over-the-counter transactions at 
financial institutions. Some offer a phone-based “mobile 
wallet” that enables participants to draw funds down slowly 
rather than cash out all at once. One offers mobile ATMs 
that can be deployed where needed.  

Fees and fee structures vary: some charge money for 
each transfer from the donor, others for purchasing a card, 
others for withdrawing cash. Finding the cheapest 
mechanism and vendor requires looking not only at the 
up-front fees but also at the accumulated expenses over 
the course of the emergency. The study shows, for 
example, that during a one-month response, the combined 
fees for the card-based Ferlo MoneaCard (CFA 3,000 for 
a card and cashing out) would be higher than those of 
Wari (CFA 1,200-1,400 per transfer), whose agents issue 
money over the counter. But a three-month response 
might involve three transfers, and that would make Wari 
the more expensive option (see Table 1). 

Table 1: Comparing transfer service expenses (excerpt) 

Service Quoted fee  (in CFA) Transfer 
fee 

Cash-
out 
fee 

Cost 
of 

card 

Scenario 1 
(1 month) 

Scenario 2 
(3 months) 

Scenario 3 
(5 months) 

EcoBank Salary 
Card (Min) Transfer fee:  

300 – 500 
Card: 6,000 -10,000 

300 0 6,000 46,300,000 126,900,000 207,500,000 

EcoBank Salary 
Card (Max) 500 0 10,000 50,500,000 131,500,000 212,500,000 

MoneaCard 
(Ferlo GIM-
UEMOA) 

Cash-out fee: 500 
Card: 2,500 

0 500 2,500 43,000,000 124,000,000 205,000,000 

Orange Money 

Cash-out fee:  
1-10,000 = 6% 
Transfer fee: 1-10,000 
= 100  

10% 6% 0 46,400,000 139,200,000 232,000,000 

WARI (Min) 
1,200-1,400  
per transfer 

1,200 0 0 41,200,000 123,600,000 206,000,000 

WARI (Max) 1,400 0 0 41,400,000 124,200,000 207,000,000 

 When comparing costs of cash-transfer programs, it is important to consider not only up-front costs but also cumulative expenses over time. 



 

 

Keeping costs down is important, but it is not the only 
consideration in choosing a service. Scalability is critical: 
in Senegal, MoneyGram, Western Union, and similar 
companies sharply limit the number of transactions that 
can be conducted in a day, as well as the amount of 
money that can be transferred; both restrictions pose 
obstacles in humanitarian interventions.   

Flexibility is another key attribute: an Oxfam financial 
partner in the 2012 food crisis—a credit union—required 
that community members appear en masse on the same 
day to receive their funds, which led to long lines and 
avoidable inconvenience. 

Table 2 (see following page) lays out the criteria used in 
the study to compare service providers. 

HOMING IN ON FINANCIAL PARTNERS 
After weighing the pros and cons of mechanisms and 
vendors, it may become apparent that an agency will need 
more than one financial partner. In Senegal, for example, 
the choices available in urban and suburban areas are 
different from those in rural areas. Oxfam’s priorities vary 
by region, as well.   

In Kolda in the south and Kedougou in the east, where 
Oxfam worked with partners on the West Africa food crisis 
response, the best option is likely to be Wari, an 
electronic-transfer service that provides over-the-counter 
cash collection through small shops, gas stations, and 
banks.  Wari is relatively inexpensive to use; it is available 
throughout the country; the government already uses it as 
a conduit for pensions, so it has the advantage of 
familiarity; it is flexible (transfers can take place around the 
clock, seven days a week); and it enables clients like 
Oxfam to make bulk payments, which speeds the  
transfer process. 

Based on the findings in the report, Oxfam will likely 
choose a different cash-transfer partner in the northern 
region of Louga, an area that is vulnerable to food crises 

but where Oxfam doesn’t currently have a presence. A 
regional network of savings and loan groups known as 
L’Union Financière Mutualiste de Louga (UFM) might be 
the best choice there. UFM is familiar to the rural 
communities, which is important in terms of trust and 
acceptance, but it is also an MFI, which might make it a 
valuable partner for future humanitarian and development 
projects and a helpful point of entry into the region for 
Oxfam. 

In the flood-prone Dakar suburb of Pikine, where 
participants have access to mobile phones and battery-
charging services at low cost, a third option may be viable: 
a phone-based service called OrangeMoney. Like Wari, 
OrangeMoney offers speed and flexibility, plus the mobile 
wallet feature mentioned earlier. But for now, 
OrangeMoney is recommended for a pilot only, because 
residents of Pikine are not yet familiar with money 
transfers via phone.  

Companies targeted for pilots in Kolda and Kedougou are 
the card-based Ecobank Salary Card and Ferlo GIM-
UEMOA MoneaCard, which offer the flexibility and security 
of other electronic transfers but involve the use of ATMs 
and PINs. (Ecobank provides added flexibility by deploying 
mobile ATMs to rural communities.) Lack of familiarity with 
debit cards is a concern, so it would be important to have 
agreements in place with Ecobank and Ferlo to provide 
training and support. 

ABOVE: With cash in hand, Dioum was able to buy food and other 
items in the market—meeting the specific needs of her family while 
supporting local farmers and vendors. Holly Pickett / Oxfam America 
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WRITING IT DOWN 
Negotiating written agreements with chosen service 
providers can take place in advance of emergencies as 
part of preparedness activities. Issues to be resolved 
include defining roles and responsibilities, establishing 
data-protection measures, finding acceptable alternatives 
to the required ID, ensuring that service providers will not 
target participants with electronic advertising or debt 
collection, and determining the lead time necessary for 
finalizing financial documents. An aid agency’s finance 
team should be involved in the negotiations to ensure that 
the agreements meet the requirements of donors and are 
consistent with internal policies. 

CONCLUSION 
Launching a successful cash program requires strong 
assessment and market-analysis skills, a grasp of the 
array of cash-transfer options, and—where possible—
preliminary agreements with chosen providers. Building 
the necessary base of knowledge and capacity can and 
should begin long before disaster strikes. CTP  

preparedness is an investment in providing assistance that 
is timely, efficient, accessible, dignified, and tailored to the 
needs of individuals—and in averting painful and 
dangerous delays in the delivery of aid.  

The Sossouvi study has helped move emergency 
preparedness forward in Senegal. It is Oxfam’s hope  
that the study’s methods and analysis will prove useful to 
the wider humanitarian community in its efforts to bring 
high-quality cash programming to people in need around 
the world. 

The full report—“Cash preparedness in 
Senegal”—can be found at 
oxfamamerica.org/cash-preparedness.  
For more information, please contact  
Emily Farr at efarr@oxfamamerica.org. 

Service Security Acceptability Speed 
(estimates) 

Flexibility 
 Scalability Registration 

requirements 
HR 
needs 

More bens Available 

UFM ID card Bens used to 
MFIs 

Up to 2 
months 

Increases 
delivery time 

During 
office hours 
only 

Limited by # 
bens/day 

Name, ID card, 
address  

Partner 

MoneaCard 
(Ferlo GIM-
UEMOA) 

PIN Bens not used to 
cards 

1 month if 
blank cards 
are in stock 

Unlikely to 
increase 
queues at 
ATM 

24/7 Limited by # 
of ATMs 

Name, ID card, 
address 

1 WARO 
+ 1 
finance + 
partner 

WARI ID card + Tx 
code 

Bens used to 
SMS 

2-3 weeks Unlikely to 
increase 
delivery time 

During 
shopping 
hours 

Limited only 
by agent 
liquidity (cash 
flow) 

Name, ID card, 
address + phone 
# 

1 WARO 
+ 1 
Finance + 
partner 

Keys: Bens = beneficiaries, Tx = transactions, #=number 

Though minimizing fees is important, identifying the best cash-transfer providers requires comparing their services against an array 
of additional criteria. 

 

Table 2: Beyond fees: Comparing transfer service criteria (excerpt)   


