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Lessons Learned from Post-Disaster Reconstruction in Indonesia

Building Capacity: Experiences from Post-Disaster Aceh and Nias
The earthquakes and tsunami that devastated much of
Aceh and Nias in late 2004 and early 2005 were
followed by an ambitious effort by the Government
of Indonesia to “build back better.” Unprecedented
support from national and international organizations
helped to rebuild and improve on physical infrastructure,
and to restore livelihoods. Citizens, communities, civil
society organizations and local governments engaged in
decision making and gained greater capacity to play
their respective roles. Capacity building proved to be
crucial in the sustainability of investments made in service
provision and economic development.
The Multi Donor Fund (MDF) played a significant role
in strengthening capacity, injecting explicit capacity
building elements in most of its projects. The intensity
of the capacity building efforts increased over the life of
MDF projects. The capacity building strategies ranged from
empowering communities to participate in the rebuilding
of housing and community infrastructure to strengthening

skills and systems for local governments to manage
reconstruction assets, to organizational development
for local government to better address public sector
management reform.
The MDF successes and limitations highlight the need
to be clear on the scope, resource demands, and
duration of capacity building support from the very
beginning of a reconstruction effort and throughout
the process. Multi-donor programs such as the MDF
have an opportunity to develop a coherent and
robust approach to capacity building, but there will
always be tension with urgent needs that call for an
emphasis on just getting the immediate job done. The
challenge is finding a proper balance of initiatives that
addresses the here and now, but also enhances capacity
building impact for overall sustainability. Sufficient rigor
and appropriate tools for capacity building in a postdisaster context are necessary to get the most from a
multi-donor funded portfolio.

Capacity Building in a Post-Disaster Context
Capacity building must be conceived as an integral and
essential component of the recovery effort at the earliest
possible stage. Capacity building is most effective when
woven into each project and program initiative at entry,
with its design and intensity reflecting the challenges of
sustainability and the exit strategy of the supporting actors.
All relevant actors need to be targeted as recipients of
capacity building efforts. The target groups of capacity
building in MDF projects included all actors that were
expected to play a role in the recovery: individual citizens,
community groups, local NGOs, local government and even
central government agencies that directed the recovery
effort, leading to a broad based impact on the reconstruction.

their proper roles with strong confidence and ability,
during the reconstruction as well as for the period following
the exit of supporting organizations.
MDF project interventions have underscored
the importance of being active at three levels –
individuals, organizations and systems. This
conceptualization of capacity building is illustrated in

Capacity building activities accounted for a significant
proportion of the MDF’s support for Aceh and Nias,
with about 20 percent of the MDF’s total funds of US$ 655
million allocated to projects or components to strengthen
capacities of various reconstruction actors. Projects to
strengthen capacity attained an impressive range of activities
and achievements [see box below].
Capacities in Aceh were severely degraded by the natural
disasters, compounding an already weak public and
private sector and civil society that was the direct result
of three decades of internal conflict. In the remote
island of Nias, isolation and difficult terrain and climate
contributed to the very weak local capacity prior to the
disasters. Yet the success and long-term impact of the
recovery initiatives depended on stakeholders playing

The Sea Delivery and Logistics Program (SDLP) implemented
by the World Food Programme (WFP) provided training for key
staff from 18 ports in Aceh and Nias to enable the continued
effective operation of the MDF's investments in port facilities
and systems. Approximately 80 percent of all port staff in
Aceh and Nias were trained through 138 training courses. The
training materials have been handed over to the University of
Syiah Kuala in Banda Aceh to be used in ongoing courses in
ports management. Photo: SDLP Collection

Capacity Building Achievements Under the MDF Portfolio
• 243,000 individuals trained in technical fields
or governance processes
• Nearly 290,000 people participated in
community planning processes
• Citizens monitored forests in 74 villages and
15 mukim (traditional village groupings)
• 220,000 land certificates distributed
• More than 73,000 households sustainably
recovering waste
• Over 10,000 recipients of micro-credit loans

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

260 micro enterprises created in waste management
47 agroforestry nurseries established
66 new cooperatives formed
Nearly 300 civil society organizations trained
217 strategies/policies/guidelines assisted
17 legal instruments assisted
Regional regulations on intergovernmental matters
and government structures assisted
• Civil service/bureaucratic reforms assisted
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Figure 1. Combining human resource development with
the rebuilding of infrastructure was crucial to success in
the early stages of recovery. Thinking critically about these
possible levels is necessary to develop the right skills,
procedures, structures, policies and legal frameworks that
are appropriate to ensure long-term capacity enhancement.
Often the levels of intervention must be linked,
recognizing that investments in individual skills have more
impact when organizational and system changes
are also made.

to enhance the capacity of relevant organizations in
this area. Local government units such as the Provincial
Disaster Management Agency (BPBD) devoted to disaster
management were supported. These projects employed new
disaster planning approaches and linked them to a network
of related government units and knowledge institutions.
These new units are now engaged in a variety of community
awareness, education, and mobilization efforts.
Organizational support to facilitate the process of
transferring assets acquired or built in the reconstruction
has also proven important. MDF assistance to government
agencies in developing approaches and procedures (e.g.,
verification and evaluation of assets) helped to find a
proper home for the assets, ensuring that the recipients
– community groups and local government units – had an
appropriate asset management system and were willing to
allocate the requisite operation and maintenance funding.

Figure 1. Capacity Building Conceptual Framework
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Moving beyond individual skills and organizational
development, deeper governance challenges require
support for systems improvements at the highest level
on the capacity building hierarchy. The legacy of conflict
in Aceh and long-term neglect in Nias resulted in political,
administrative and societal dynamics that have held back
the performance of the respective local governments. A
group of MDF projects was oriented specifically to address
these more fundamental governance challenges through
support to legal and judicial frameworks. Considered together
as a whole, MDF interventions at all the three levels have
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Source: Adapted from UNDP (2008). Capacity Development,
Practice Note, October, pg. 6.

At the first level, capacity building interventions
focused on orientation and training to individuals
and community groups. An extensive effort was mounted
early on to support these groups who were rebuilding homes
and community infrastructure, increasing citizens’ voice in
decisions on the location and type of construction. Citizens
also participated in the physical construction process,
leading to a sense of ownership of the resulting facilities,
and increasing the likelihood of subsequent maintenance
and effective operation.
Staff in the Nias district finance unit participate in data entry
training to learn how to create a database for entering all
the new assets created during the reconstruction. Photo: Nias
Islands Transition Programme Team

Emphasizing the organizational level, building
capacity to respond to future disasters was deemed
a critical intervention – Several MDF projects worked
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been instrumental in raising the capacity of communities,
civil society, and local government units in Aceh and Nias.

should be given to all layers of capacity challenges for
sustaining the investments in physical and human capital.

The MDF and wider development partner experience
also underscores the importance of differentiating
the types of capacity challenges that need to be
addressed in post-disaster settings. During the course
of the recovery of Aceh and Nias, different layers of
capacity challenges and needs became apparent,
linked to sustained recovery [Figure 2]. The most
obvious challenges related to the basic and urgent
capacity needs were directly associated with the
disaster recovery and future risk management,
and these were mostly supported by the MDF and
development partners. At the next layer were challenges
specific to the history and context of the affected areas,
reflecting the post-conflict situation in Aceh and the
isolation of Nias. The MDF and development partners
have made significant but partial contributions to
address these challenges. At the third layer, the MDF
and development partners touched upon and provided
only limited capacity building support to longer standing
governance challenges. Tackling these requires long–term
commitments of multiple stakeholders.

Figure 3: Relationship between Capacity Building and
Other Recovery/Reconstruction Activities
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Source: Adapted from BRR (Agency for the Rehabilitation and
Reconstruction of Aceh and Nias) and International Partners
(2005). Aceh and Nias One Year after the Tsunami: The Recovery
Effort and Way Forward. Jakarta: BRR, pg 19.

The overall experience with capacity building in Aceh
and Nias suggests that attention should be paid to
capacity building when projects start – with gaps often
evident in baselines, adequacy of indicators of capacity
achievement, and rigor of capacity building reporting. The
importance of capacity building in projects that required
a continuing role for local actors to sustain benefits in the
long run became increasingly evident. Figure 3 above
demonstrates, if capacity building could be shown in
aggregated form, it would show an increase over time, as
projects shifted more attention toward this component in
their latter stages and as later projects were designed to
emphasize or address governance dimensions. This was
certainly the case for the MDF’s phased implementation
strategy that focused on urgent early recovery needs first
and moved into support for capacity building and economic
growth in its later stage. In hindsight, there should always
be a comprehensive capacity building agenda built into
any post-disaster recovery program from the outset, with
existing capacity levels and future needs assessment
embedded in the overall Damage and Loss Assessment.

Given that MDF and similar post-disaster instruments are
limited by a defined time horizon, capacity building efforts
are likely to be focused in areas of maximum impact in a
short time frame. The lesson learned is clear, however – even
in the context of post-disaster reconstruction, consideration

Figure 2: Development Partner Contribution to Aceh-Nias
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Key Lessons Learned in Capacity Building in Aceh/Nias
• ‘Building back better’ should encompass both improved physical infrastructure and enhanced governance capacities,
if resources are sufficient.
• A critical component of any Needs Assessment or Damage and Loss Assessment should be to include measures to
estimate capacity challenges and needs, even if this is a preliminary or “quick and dirty” estimate. This allows the
development of an evolving strategy for capacity building over time.
• Capacity building efforts take time and may require a longer time frame than the official recovery period allows.
This is especially true in tackling governance challenges that demand organizational and systemic changes.
It is important to appreciate the magnitude of the various challenges.
• Pressure to get the job done – with ad hoc approaches, often relying on capacity substitution – will be at odds with
the need to apply serious and rigorous approaches, and will not provide the space that is essential for endogenous
capacity building that leads to sustainability.
• Even with ‘pragmatic’ approaches to capacity building, a degree of methodological rigor is needed from the start,
particularly in linking capacity building contributions to sustainability of facilities or reforms.
• The tension between a quick response and a robust capacity building approach can be lessened by immediate
action on the following:
‒ undertaking capacity assessments to establish adequate baselines and indicators.
‒ defining a strategy for transferring assets (those built by government agencies through regular budget lines, or
others outside of budget process).
‒ assessing the legal framework for intergovernmental horizontal and vertical roles/functions and financing (how
funds can be channelled through appropriate budget mechanisms), and any critical gaps.
• Getting maximum benefit from a multi-donor fund in capacity building means:
‒ assisting government in shaping an effective overarching capacity building framework.
‒ developing clear capacity building guidelines for its partners/projects.
‒ coordinating effectively with capacity building initiatives funded outside of its platform.
‒ employing a flexible approach to delivery modalities, in line with ultimate objectives.

Conclusions
Aceh and Nias have been ‘built back better’ in many
respects. The support provided by development partners
figured prominently, and the capacity building components
of projects were critical to the impact and sustainability of
the recovery. The MDF made a significant contribution to this
overall effort and achievement, validating its overall model.

the focus in early emergency/recovery efforts, it should
be seen as critical to getting the most from later recovery
activities, when local resource mobilization and ownership
is essential. Well-designed capacity building is an important
way to address longer term governance challenges.
Difficult decisions are needed to determine how extensive
support should be for tackling deep rooted and pervasive
governance challenges that inevitably surface in a recovery
effort – and whether efforts outside the post-disaster
framework are needed.

The MDF and partners’ mindset of ‘getting the job done’
got in the way of a comprehensive and sustainable set of
capacity building interventions. In retrospect, the MDF
could have pushed for a more intensive and coherent
approach to capacity building in its portfolio at the start,
assisting the government to forge a more explicit capacity
building approach for the recovery as a whole.

Capacity gaps in Aceh and Nias remain, and the newlyenhanced capacity will be tested in the future from
challenges such as further natural disasters and the
demands for accelerated development. Aceh and Nias
have emerged from the reconstruction experience in a
good position to address these challenges as a result of the
capacity building achieved through the recovery process.

The MDF experience underscores that capacity building in
a recovery context needs to be nuanced, making room for
diverse approaches. While capacity building may not be
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Earthquake & Tsunami, Aceh
December 26, 2004

Earthquake, Nias Islands
March 28, 2005

I ND O NESI A
JAKARTA
Tsunami, West Java
July 17, 2006
Earthquake, Yogyakarta and Central Java
May 27, 2006

Volcanic Eruptions, Mount Merapi
October - November 2010

About the Disasters

Between 2004 and 2010 Indonesia experienced a series of devastating natural disasters:
• December 26, 2004: A massive earthquake measuring 9.1 on the Richter scale hit Aceh and parts of North Sumatra, followed
by the deadliest tsunami in history. In Aceh, 221,000 people were killed or missing. Over 500,000 were left homeless. The
scale of physical devastation and human suffering was enormous.
• March 28, 2005: Another massive earthquake struck the Nias Islands and parts of Aceh, killing about 1,000 people and
leaving thousands homeless. It caused severe damage, destroying about 30 percent of all buildings on the island of Nias.
• May 27, 2006: An earthquake in Yogyakarta Special Region and Central Java claimed more than 5,700 lives. Over 280,000
homes were destroyed and the local economy was severely affected, especially the large number of home-based industries.
• July 17, 2006: An earthquake triggered a tsunami causing widespread damage along the south coast of West Java. About 650
people died, and over 28,000 were displaced.
• October 26 to November 11, 2010: Mount Merapi, an active volcano located between Yogyakarta and Central Java, erupted
repeatedly, causing serious damage to housing and infrastructure. About 750 people were injured or killed, and about
367,000 displaced.

About the MDF

The Multi Donor Fund for Aceh and Nias (MDF) was established in April 2005, in response to the Government
of Indonesia’s request to coordinate donor support for the reconstruction and rehabilitation of affected areas
following the December 2004 earthquake and tsunami, and the subsequent March 2005 earthquake. The MDF pooled
US$655 million in contributions from 15 donors: the European Union, the Netherlands, the United Kingdom, the World
Bank, Sweden, Denmark, Norway, Germany, Canada, the Asian Development Bank, the United States of America, Belgium,
Finland, New Zealand and Ireland. The World Bank serves as Trustee of the MDF. Under the MDF portfolio, 23 projects
were financed in six outcome areas: (1) Recovery of Communities, (2) Reconstruction and Rehabilitation of Large
Infrastructure and Transport, (3) Strengthening Governance and Capacity Building, (4) Sustaining the Environment,
(5) Enhancing the Recovery Process, and (6) Economic Development and Livelihoods.

About the JRF

Following a request from the Government of Indonesia, the Java Reconstruction Fund (JRF) was established to respond
to the May 2006 earthquake which struck near Yogyakarta, and the tsunami that hit the southern coast of West Java
province in July 2006. Seven donors supported the JRF, with contributions totaling US$94.1 million. The donors are: the
European Union, the Asian Development Bank and the Governments of the Netherlands, United Kingdom, Canada, Finland
and Denmark. The World Bank serves as Trustee of the JRF. Following government’s priorities, the JRF supports the recovery
of communities and livelihoods and increasing disaster preparedness.
Cover Photo: Local government staff were trained in Management Information
Systems through the MDF. Credit: Maida Irawani

www.worldbank.org

www.multidonorfund.org

www.javareconstructionfund.org
6

Published by:
MDF - JRF Secretariat
The World Bank Office
Indonesia Stock Exchange Building
Tower II, 12th Floor
Jl. Jendral Sudirman kav. 52-53
Jakarta 12190, Indonesia
Tel : (+6221) 5299-3000
Fax : (+6221) 5299-3111

October 2012

