
Technical Brief 4 - Cash and Voucher Transfer  

Through The Project Cycle 

In this section: 

 Cash and voucher transfer through the Project Cycle 

 

This section provides guidance for the programming, assessment, completion of proposals, 

implementation and evaluation of cash and voucher programmes. It clarifies the standards expected 

from partners and the decision making criteria applied by DG ECHO.  

 

Programming 

 

Where market systems function, or can be supported to function, cash and/ or voucher transfers can 

be used to support beneficiary purchasing power and thus respond to a range of assessed 

humanitarian needs: food and non-food items, access to basic services, or contribute to livelihood 

recovery.  
 

Cash and vouchers may be appropriate in different phases of natural disasters, conflicts and 

complex emergencies: 

 

a) The early stages of sudden onset emergencies (whether natural disasters or conflicts) may 

prove challenging for establishing cash transfers or voucher programmes. Markets may be 

disrupted, infrastructure damaged, people displaced and security threatened. But markets can 

recover quickly and in some contexts cash transfers may have a particular niche at the start 

of an emergency as an ideal tool to meet the heterogeneous needs of affected households.  

 

b) In protracted crises markets often re-establish themselves, creating opportunities for cash 

and vouchers. 

 

c) Cash and vouchers may have a particular value in building resilience and assisting the 

transition towards recovery and development, in particular through protecting or restoring 

livelihoods. Cash and voucher projects can help to revitalize local economies by increasing 

the volume of trade and number of traders, thus developing local markets. This in turn can 

stimulate production, dynamize trade, help traders establish new links with other markets 

and stimulate labour markets, thus supporting resilience and the transition out of the 

humanitarian phase.  

Despite the constraints in using cash or vouchers in certain contexts no a priori assumptions are 

made on restricting the use of cash or vouchers to specific contexts.  

 

Assessment 

 

The first step in any humanitarian intervention is to assess the humanitarian needs, context and 

vulnerable population that may require assistance. When needs have been identified, and they can 

be met through resource transfers, an analysis must be conducted to evaluate the most effective, 

efficient and safe modality of assistance: in-kind transfer, and/ or cash or voucher transfer. 

Alternative response options should be compared on the basis of the desired project outcome.  

 

Most of the elements of the comparative analysis of cash or voucher proposals are shared with in-

kind projects. The critical requirements for cash-based programming are whether the local market 

can supply the required quantity and quality of commodities and services- and/ or whether it can be 

supported to increase the existing supply, that beneficiaries can access markets, and that 



beneficiaries prefer the cash option.   

 

The complexity of the market assessment should be adapted to the phase of the emergency, the 

scale of the project and the practicalities of the situation. In specific circumstances a community 

level consultation on markets may suffice. As the scale and complexity of projects increases, or the 

immediate emergency subsides, then more rigorous assessment may be required. DG ECHO 

encourages the coordination and exchange of information and the use of common assessment results, 

when possible. 

 

Seasonality is important to consider when evaluating availability of key commodities on the 

market: supply and prices may habitually vary between harvest and lean seasons, or transport 

disrupted during the rainy season if roads are cut off, market supplies low and thus prices high. In 

these cases it may be appropriate to switch between in-kind and cash transfers where there are such 

fluctuations, or to support market systems through road rehabilitation for example. Even within a 

project working area there may be areas where cash is more appropriate and others where in-kind 

transfers are preferable.  

 

Opportunities for and costs of different distribution systems for cash and voucher transfers should 

be evaluated (direct, mobile banking, micro-finance institutions etc) as well as beneficiary 

preferences and security challenges. Combinations of cash and in-kind may also be considered.  

 

Other considerations for modality selection should include cost efficiency, positive and negative 

secondary market impacts, security and corruption risks,.   

 

Agency skills should be considered when choosing the modality, noting that the different skills can 

be built throughout the project.  

 

The relative risks of security and corruption for each modality must be considered. Risks will 

differ with each context and the risks to beneficiaries, staff and communities must be assessed and 

deemed acceptable.  

 

Proposals 

 

Proposals using cash and/ or vouchers transfers shall be consistent with the humanitarian mandate 

of DG ECHO as described in the Council Regulation (EC) No 1257/96 of 20 June 1996. Moreover, 

they must clearly articulate the humanitarian outcome(s) to which the distribution of these 

resources will contribute. 

 

Applications from all DG ECHO partners for projects that provide cash transfers are eligible in 

accordance with the General Conditions. As indicated in the Article 210- Financial support to third 

parties
1
-  of the Rules of Application (Article 137 of the Financial Regulation)  cash transfers are 

eligible only when the following conditions are respected and described in the grant agreement: 

 

(a) the maximum amount of cash transfer that can be paid to a beneficiary which shall not 

exceed EUR 60 000
2,

 and the criteria for determining the exact amount; 

 

                                                 
1
 “Financial support to third parties” is the legal terminology for cash and vouchers to beneficiaries.  

2
 Except where the financial support is the primary aim/modality of the action, in which case, the amount paid to each 

beneficiary could exceed EUR 60.000 



(b) the different types of partner's activity
 3

that may receive such financial support, on the 

basis of a fixed list; 

 

(c) the definition of the persons or categories of persons which may receive such financial 

support and the criteria to give it. For example categorical targeting of Pregnant and 

Lactating Women or returnees, or  use of criteria such as Food Consumption Score or 

lack of access to water etc. 

 

For all proposals submitted to DG ECHO, the partner should specify the amounts of cash transfer 

that can be paid to a beneficiary and the criteria for determining the exact amount. 

 

The conditions for implementing cash transfers listed above must be defined in the agreement and 

in the relevant section of the Single Form, and clearly describe the following procedures: 
 

1. Monitoring procedures = data collection, entry and record, and reporting on the relevant performance 

information and project indicators  

 

2. Controlling procedures = uses of the data from monitoring activities to concretely attain the planned 

performance indicators 

 
All proposals must include a comprehensive risk assessment, which mitigating circumstances must 

be reflected in section 8 of the Single Form. For each of the major risk factors the proposal must 

indicate the specific measures to be taken during implementation to minimize the risks; the 

arrangements to monitor whether these risks develop, and if so, the response measures to mitigate 

the consequences. 

 

In budgetary terms it is acknowledged that a well-designed and implemented cash or voucher 

project could be more cost-intensive in terms of technical human resources, but less costly in terms 

of logistical and procurement costs. 

 

Implementation phases 

 

a) Targeting 

Targeting procedures attract considerable attention. Cash transfers in particular are perceived to be 

at higher risk of potential inclusion errors, although targeting of all types of resource transfers 

remains a problematic issue. All projects need to demonstrate adequate targeting procedures to 

minimize targeting errors yet be achieved within reasonable limitations of time, cost and 

complexity.   

 

b) Transfer methodology 

A variety of cash transfer mechanisms exist, each with their own preconditions, advantages, and 

limitations depending on the context and project objectives. Examples include direct cash 

distributions, cash through traders, debit cards, cheques, vouchers fairs, and mobile money.  

 

The delivery mechanism chosen must take into account the needs of vulnerable groups and 

mitigation measures put in place to ensure their access. For example, child-headed households who 

may not have access to a bank account may need to be supported through a different delivery 

mechanism or modality.  

 

                                                 
3
 The term “activity” refers to activities carried out by partners as described in the single form in the framework of a 

project. It does not refer to activities carried out by beneficiaries, as  for conditional cash transfers. 



c) Monitoring 
Monitoring is necessary to understand how cash has been used, and to ensure that distribution 

systems continue to be relevant and appropriate. This should include market monitoring to ensure 

continued sufficient supply of necessary goods.   

The prices and supply of all basic goods on the market will need to be monitored over the 

course of the project. Price increases above an acceptable threshold or lack of supply may be used 

to trigger remedial actions – including those identified at the planning stage. 

 

Markets and contexts may change over the course of an action, and as such monitoring systems and 

projects need to identify criteria where a change in transfer modality may have to be considered. 

Post Distribution Monitoring (PDM) including control mechanisms are expected for all 

transfer modalit ies and should be done routinely and purposely designed to provide early 

indication of any problems which can be corrected during implementation. It also provides 

information which can be used to judge outcomes and results. DG ECHO is committed to a 

results-based management approach. It is particularly necessary with cash transfer to 

monitor outcomes so as to ensure that beneficiaries were able to meet their basic needs, in addition 

to outputs and activities.  

 

The appropriate and specific outcome indicators for all transfer projects (cash, voucher or in-kind) 

will be determined by the relevant humanitarian objective as defined in the proposal. The results 

indicator must measure progress towards the outcome identified in the proposal, rather than simply 

reporting on activities. 
 
d) Evaluation 
Evaluations of cash and voucher activities can play a vital part in the learning process for both DG 

ECHO and its partners. This knowledge can contribute directly to refining and validating the use of 

cash and voucher Actions and their accountability systems. Partners are thus encouraged to 

routinely conduct an evaluation of cash and voucher actions. When financially feasible, external 

evaluations are encouraged. The evaluation should focus on learning, rather than as an audit 

function. 

 

Evaluations of DG ECHO funded Actions are specifically encouraged to fill key knowledge gaps 

on: 

a. the advantages and risks of different beneficiary identification and targeting approaches; 

b. rapid market assessment methodologies; 

c. the implications of different resource transfer options on control over resources at the intra-

household level including women and children; 

d. impact of intra-household targeting on the results of the programme (as women are generally 

seen as better providers of household's care and  needs) 

e. the extent of inflationary impacts and consequences, and the adequacy of contingency 

options;  

f. the impact of different modalities on beneficiary households; 

g. the indirect impact on the traders and market development, including price fluctuations; 

h. linkages between humanitarian cash programming and social safety nets’; 

i. the coordination of cash programming within and across sectors;  



j. cash modality as a tool in rapid onset and large scale humanitarian responses; 

k. the cost efficiency of cash and voucher projects; and; 

l. the role of cash and vouchers in fostering resilience, early recovery and the transition 

towards longer term development. 
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http://ec.europa.eu/echo/files/policies/sectoral/them_policy_doc_cashandvouchers_en.pdf
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