
 
 
Letter from Haiti 
by Juan Carlos Rincón-Domínguez, ECHO Regional Information Officer for Latin America and 
the Caribbean. 
 
Port au Prince, February 1st, 2010   

 
According to the latest figures, almost a million 
Haitians are now living in tents. Many are afraid to 
return to their damaged homes. The resettlement 
programme for people living in temporary shelters is a 
top priority. 
 
EU Member States and the European Civil Protection 
Mechanism (MIC) have been assessing the needs 
and coordinating a re-housing strategy with the 
government and the International Organization for 
Migration (IOM). 
 

The German Red Cross, an ECHO partner, is also providing important assistance based on 
their previous experience in other parts of the world. 
 
Initially, the priority was to help with temporary refuges, such as tents, or to provide 
equipment to the homeless and guidance on how to build for building their own shelters. 
Plastic sheeting and tools were also provided. "But, the strategy is now evolving", says Mark 
Turner from the IOM. 
 
There are two categories of settlement: short-term ones for large numbers of people, with 
proper sanitation and security but which are nonetheless temporary; and long term sites such 
as the one set up by the government in Tabarre, close to the American Embassy in Port au 
Prince. 
 
“The aim is to have good roofs by June, when the hurricane season starts. Tents will not 
resist heavy rainfall. People are pushing for tents now, but by the time the rains arrive, they 
will need more permanent structures to resist the elements. It is necessary for the long term”, 
explains Turner. 
 
There is still a huge need for tents in the short term – as many as 100,000 according the 
people from the European Civil Protection Mechanism. Many tents have already arrived from 
Europe and elsewhere while others are en route.  
 
“Sweden, Austria, Slovakia, Bulgaria, France and Portugal have all sent tents. Portugal was 
the first country to establish a tent settlement in a football field with all facilities. This involved 
both the local population and the local authorities”, said Vera Goldsmith from the MIC. 
 
“This is a message", she added. "Wherever we put a settlement, we must involve the local 
authorities.”  



The German Red Cross is helping 3,000 families in the Carrefour area. Part of the initial 
strategy is to provide tarpaulins (35 square meters per family), kitchen sets, water filters, 
buckets, plastic sheeting and tool kits. Flashlights are also part of the package – very 
important because so little electricity is available. 
 
Alfredo Melgarejo, the German Red Cross regional head for Latin America and the 
Caribbean, explained that the idea was to work in three phases. First to provide temporary 
shelters (mainly tents) to be used for 4 months, then to provide semi-permanent structures 
(using wood, zinc and locally available materials) erected in coordination with the Haiti Civil 
Protection Department. These would be built on safer ground to resist the hazards of the 
rainy season. 
 
“The challenge of reconstruction is the third phase. The idea is to help people rebuild their 
own homes," explained Melgarejo. “Local teams with technical know-how can build good 
structures and can make a difference”. 
 
In humanitarian crises, shelter is usually a major priority and this is certainly the case in Haiti. 
It is race against time to give everyone a proper roof over their heads before the rains arrive. 
But the search is also on for a viable and long term solution: not simply shelter but homes for 
this stricken population. 
 


