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Executive Summary 

The Port-au-Prince urban livelihoods baseline contains detailed, quantified 
information on the food, income and expenditure patterns of the urban poor. The 
assessment was conducted at a time of relative security and price stability from April 
to May 2009. Thus this baseline provides a picture of the urban poor as they were 
following the hurricanes, price rises and food riots of 2008. In conjunction with 
monitoring data, the baseline is a powerful tool that can be used for ongoing analysis 
of food and livelihood security in the slums of Port-au-Prince. It can also be used to 
assess the appropriateness of interventions aimed at alleviating urban poverty. 

Undertaken by FEWS NET in collaboration with CNSA, this survey employed the 
Household Economy Approach (HEA). Since the focus of the survey was the urban 
poor, the assessment took place only in the city’s shanty-towns, known as 
bidonvilles. Three teams of interviewers undertook 30 interviews with community key 
informants and 110 focus group interviews with representatives of households from 
the slums. During the focus groups a total of around 500 households were surveyed. 

Even in the slums there are large disparities in wealth between households. The 
bidonville population was therefore divided into four wealth groups, which were 
defined by community representatives: very poor, poor, middle and better-off. 65% of 
those living in the slums fall into the very poor and poor groups. The very poor (30%) 
live on the edge of survival. They work in low-paying and unskilled jobs as street 
hawkers, daily laborers and petty traders. Not only do very poor households have the 
lowest paying jobs, they also have the highest dependency ratio (few income earners 
compared to dependents). Typically a very poor household contains seven people of 
whom two have jobs, compared to six people in poor households where two people 
also have jobs. The poor have similar sources of income to the very poor, but 
perform higher paying laboring jobs and engage in petty-trade/small business on a 
larger scale. Middle group households earn more still from skilled labor, petty 
trade/small business and salaried employment. For the better-off, business is the 
most common income source along with salaried employment. Remittances 
contribute to the income of all wealth groups and increase in quantity as wealth 
increases. 

Households in all wealth groups purchase the majority of their food from the market. 
However, unlike the other three groups the very poor do not cover 100% of their 
minimum food needs. Their diet is basic, composed primarily of staple foods with 
little meat, milk and vegetables. The poor, middle and better-off can afford increasing 
dietary variety, but this is still low compared to those able to live in wealthier areas 
outside the slums. 

Most of the cash of the lower three groups goes to securing their basic food needs. 
The very poor have little money left over for anything else, and what money is left 
over is spent on basic household items, water, fuel, health and education. The poor 
and middle have higher levels of income, but their purchasing power is still severely 
constrained. This report specifically highlights the price of education in Port-au-
Prince, where the majority of schools are private. A range of costs such as fees, 
uniforms, pocket money, stationery and transport make education a very expensive 
commodity. 



 

 
  

 
  

  
 

    
  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3 

The urban poor are also vulnerable to a number of shocks - particularly the very poor 
whose existence is already fragile. The most important of these are political 
insecurity, natural disasters (e.g. hurricanes) and price rises. A range of coping 
strategies can be employed to combat these; however, given other detailed work on 
this by WFP-VAM, the information collected was not extensive. The monitoring tool 
discussed at the end of this report takes into account price changes, labor rate 
changes and households’ coping strategies to provide a framework for ongoing 
analysis of food security in Port-au-Prince’s bidonvilles. 
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1. Introduction 

FEWS NET is a USAID-funded famine early warning and food security monitoring 
project covering more than 20 countries in Africa, Central America/Caribbean and 
Central Asia. FEWS NET Haiti and its partners have made progress in applying a 
livelihoods approach to inform early warning, nutritional assessments and poverty 
reduction programs in rural areas. In 2005, all rural areas were divided into 
livelihood zones (see figure 1.1 below); baseline fieldwork was accomplished under 
the Household Economy Analysis (HEA) framework (see next section) and written 
livelihood profiles were completed. However, as can be seen from the map below, 
while Port-au-Prince was marked out as a discrete, urban zone, no similar livelihoods 
assessment was carried out. The aim of the present urban livelihoods baseline study 
was to fill this gap and provide detailed information on income, food sources and 
expenditure patterns of households in the poorer areas of the city. 

This urban study comes at a highly pertinent moment. The Metropolitan area of Port-
au- Prince is home to Haiti’s largest and fastest-growing urban population, the 
majority of which lives in low-income neighborhoods with high rates of poverty and 
poor access to basic services. The global financial crisis and food price rises have 
had a serious impact on Haiti, which is heavily dependent on imports. There were 
food riots in the capital in April 2008, when protesters tried to break into the 
presidential palace. This had further repercussions within the city as rioters 
vandalized and looted businesses. Then, in August and September of the same year, 
a series of tropical storms and hurricanes hit Haiti, causing considerable devastation. 
In response to the food price situation, WFP-VAM with CSNA conducted a survey in 
Port-au-Prince in November 2008, which gave considerable information on peoples’ 
responses to the crisis (WFP, 2008). But a basic account of how poor urban people 
operate their household economy – how they make ends meet – has been missing. 

In this context the current assessment aimed to develop an up-to-date understanding 
of how the urban poor are living. The expected outputs were: 

- to generate baseline livelihoods information that can be used to better 
understand vulnerability in urban areas and to inform early warning systems 
and future development programs. 

- to develop a common analytical framework for monitoring food and livelihood 
security in urban populations. 
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Figure 1.1 Livelihood zone map of Haiti1 

1 Household economy analysis was previously known as food economy analysis, and 
livelihood zones as food economy zones (Zones d’économie alimentaire on the map). 
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2. Methodology 

2.1 The Analytical Framework 

HEA aims to understand how people access the things they need to survive. It 
involves an analysis of the consumption by households of food and non-food items, 
and of how they obtain cash with which to buy the things they do not produce 
themselves. This information forms a baseline that can be used to evaluate at the 
household level the likely impact of a shock. Monitoring data about the shock can be 
used in conjunction with the baseline to produce an ongoing analysis of the current 
situation and intervention needs. 

The analytical framework is applicable to widely different rural conditions as well as 
to the urban environment. Its application, however, can vary between different 
settings, and there is a particular difference in focus between rural and urban 
assessments. In the rural areas of developing countries, the population is 
overwhelmingly engaged in primary production, whether of food crops, cash crops or 
livestock, and thus land and its produce are a primary focus. There is, however, an 
increasing tendency for poorer people to purchase a large proportion of their food, as 
their land does not produce enough to satisfy their needs. Thus the first question is 
always how much of their essential food do they produce themselves, and how much 
do they purchase. This then leads to the second basic question: how do they acquire 
the money for purchases? There is usually a limited repertoire of occupations and 
rates of pay or profit, dominated by casual labor performed for other farmers who 
have considerably more land and other assets than they do. 

Within the city, there are typically few people who are able to grow significant 
amounts of food or who receive substantial donations from rural kin, and so purchase 
is usually their sole source of food. On the other hand, the range of occupations and 
the differences in remuneration are far greater than in the countryside. While 
incomes tend to be heterogeneous in urban settings, patterns of expenditure are not. 
Poor families tend to spend similar proportions of money on similar things, and an 
enquiry into patterns of expenditure is often the most useful entry-point for 
understanding livelihoods in an urban setting.  

The basis of reference is the household, as the household is the basic economic unit, 
sharing income and consumption.  This holds true with female-headed households 
and even if a man has multiple ‘partners’ and children in different households. A 
particular feature of HEA analysis is to gather and compare information related to 
households at different levels of wealth, usually dividing the target population into 
four wealth groups: Very Poor; Poor; Middle; Better Off. In the village setting this 
encompasses all the households. But it should be emphasized that in the city, the 
target population was that living in the extensive shanty-town areas – called 
bidonvilles - and so the division of poverty and wealth is relative only to those people. 
There are great disparities of wealth around the city, especially between the 
inhabitants of the bidonvilles and the far higher-quality residential environments 
beyond these. Thus in terms of income and living conditions a ‘Better Off’ household 
resident in a bidonville is likely to be only at the level of a Poor, or at best Middle, 
household in the wealthier areas of the city if the same division of wealth were made 
there. 
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In the bidonvilles there are numbers of households where no member is earning a 
living and the household is entirely dependent for its survival on official or informal 
charity and/or remittances from relatives. These households were not part of the 
survey, since the focus of HEA is on economically active households, however poor. 
These might depend to some extent on charity or remittances, but as long as 
someone was obtaining some income from work, the household would fall into one of 
the wealth groups dealt with. At the other end of the scale, a good number of 
businesses and rented-out houses in the bidonvilles are owned by people who live in 
other parts of the city. These people were not included in the survey, but their 
employees or tenants were: the criterion was actual residence in the bidonville. 

In sum, the assessment aimed to answer basic questions such as: Who are the 
relatively poor and not so poor within the bidonvilles? How do they access food, 
income and basic services? How do consumption patterns vary between different 
households: i.e. what are the income and expenditure differences between 
households at different wealth levels? What coping mechanisms do households 
adopt against shocks and what are the limits of these? 

2.2  Steps of the assessment 

The study contained the following steps: 
•	 A review of secondary information sources. 
•	 A review of information on population numbers and densities in the city 

sections to identify survey areas. 
•	 A one-week training workshop for 14 field team members (interviewers). 
•	 30 interviews with groups of community key informants and 110 focus group 

interviews with household representatives from these communities. 
•	 Entry of data onto a customized HEA baseline storage spreadsheet, and 

interim and final analyses of the field data. 
•	 Compilation of a baseline picture and first consideration of a monitoring 

system. 

Within the chosen survey area, two levels of interview were conducted. The first was 
of key informants from local community, to obtain an overview of local conditions: 
environment, employment, services and any special local features. The second level 
was of representatives of households, forming separate focus groups for each level 
of wealth, from whom an enumerated picture of the economy of a typical household 
for that wealth group was built up. More information on these procedures is given 
below. 

2.3 Participants 

The Port-au-Prince urban assessment was undertaken with the collaboration of the 
Coordination Nationale de la Sécurité Alimentaire (CNSA). FEWS NET was also 
given assistance by CHF and CONCERN, using their experience and contacts in the 
bidonvilles to help arrange the community level interviews. 



 

 
 

   
  

   
 

 
  

   
 

 
 

  

  
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

  
 

 

transport, clothes, ceremonies and celebrations that are not only allocated greater 
real expenditure, but also make up a greater proportion of expenditure. The 
proportion of expenditure on health remains fairly consistent across these groups, 
although it is the type of expenditure that is perhaps most prone to change, since 
expenditure is not typically on regular items such as vitamin supplements or health 
check-ups, but rather on incidents of acute illness. Nevertheless, in terms of ‘typical’ 
expenditure it is worth remembering that the middle group, while significantly 
wealthier than the very poor, are members of the poorer communities of the city – the 
bidonvilles - and are not wealthy enough to avoid hard choices in expenditure 
between health and other basic items. 

Figure 3.8 

Figure 3.9 (left) 
helps to illustrate 
the difference in 
standard of living 
between the poorer 
groups. Even for an 
essential household 
item such as soap 
the very poor spend 
40% less than the 
poor. 

3.8 Energy expenditure 

Charcoal is by far the most important form of energy on which the lower three wealth 
groups spend money, making up 5% of the total expenditure for each. It is cheaper 
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