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Introduction: Syria’s civil war, humanitarian response, need for SMEB 
 
With the conflict in Syria nearing the end of its sixth year, the humanitarian situation remains critical for 
millions of Syrians still in the country. Millions of people have been displaced across the country and 
humanitarian agencies continue to provide lifesaving assistance across all sectors, including food 
security and livelihoods, WASH, health, shelter, NFI, protection, and others.  
 
Increasingly, humanitarian assistance is being provided via cash transfers, including both voucher and 
direct cash programs. Many internally displaced families and other vulnerable households live in areas 
where, despite the ongoing conflict, markets are functional and relatively safe to access. In areas where 
items are available and the main barrier for vulnerable households is not having enough money to 
purchase what they need, cash-based programming is often appropriate, and increasingly used. This is 
the case in much of northern Syria. The Survival Minimum Expenditure Basket presented below is a tool 
for humanitarian agencies to use in setting the value of cash transfers, and a resource for harmonizing 
cash transfer programming across multiple agencies.  
 
 

Background: CBR-TWG and SMEB 
The Survival Minimum Expenditure Basket (SMEB) is a tool to help humanitarian actors set the value of 
cash or voucher transfers. It is designed as an indicator of the cost of the minimum, culturally-
appropriate items that a family of 6 needs to survive for one month, while meeting basic standards for 
nutritious food, water use and hygiene. Expenditure baskets should be developed separately for each 
humanitarian response country or other relevant social/economic/geographic area, to ensure the 
availability and appropriateness of items in each location, as well as to integrate any specific 
humanitarian standards for a location. The revised basket for northern Syria includes: food items, fuel 
for cooking, basic hygiene items, and communication, plus a small percentage for other expenses1. The 
use of a “Survival” MEB reflects that most humanitarian cash transfers for northern Syria are meant to 
ensure survival, not to function as social protection transfers for keeping vulnerable families above a 
poverty line, as a full MEB would imply. Humanitarian actors can use the SMEB as a base, and add 
amounts as relevant for the purpose of their programming. Additional considerations are noted below. 
 
The Cash-Based Responses Technical Working Group (CBR-TWG) for northern Syria focuses on providing 
technical support, harmonization and coordination for cross-border cash and voucher programming. The 
first version of the SMEB was developed in 2014 and formed the basis of the northern Syria joint market 
monitoring2, a partnership between CBR-TWG member NGOs and REACH. The monthly SMEB reports 
are used by humanitarian actors to harmonize cash transfer values. The group decided to conduct a 
review of the SMEB in coordination with relevant Clusters as part of its 2016 work plan.   
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Table 1: Full SMEB as of February 2017, Northern Syria 

SMEB review process 
Starting in 2016, the CBR-TWG began a review of the existing SMEB, using a committee made up of 
working group member NGOs. The purpose of the review was to assess the ongoing relevance and 
availability of the items in the basket, and recommend any changes to the basket that were deemed 
appropriate, balancing humanitarian standards, Clusters’ recommendations, and preferences of people 
in northern Syria. In addition, the review ensured that the updated basket continued to reflect “survival 
minimum” needs, and the committee was careful to not significantly exceed minimum humanitarian 
standards for the northern Syria context.  
 
The review process included a review of data shared by NGOs (assessments and post-distribution 
monitoring) on household spending, feedback and interviews with NGO staff working in northern Syria, 
a short household survey to assess preferences and habits of people in the area, and a review of the 
Cluster guidance and SPHERE standards related to each item. The recommended changes were shared 
with the full CBR-TWG and with the relevant Clusters, and their inputs have been integrated into this 
guidance document. Overall the value of the SMEB is expected to increase by ~5-6%.  
 

Items in the SMEB 
 
The full revised SMEB is presented in 
Table 1. The description of changes made 
during the revision process is below. 
Guidance on using these items for setting 
transfer values is in the next section.  
 
The items in the SMEB are primarily price 
indicators of what an average family in 
northern Syria would need, as a 
minimum, to survive for one month. The 
items included are not specifically 
recommended for purchase, but rather 
included based on their availability and 
appropriateness as a price indicator for 
daily purchases. Part of the purpose of 
cash and voucher programming is to offer 
recipients more choices, so this guidance 
recommends not restricting vouchers to 
the specific items in the SMEB (even if 
restricting to a specific sector).  
 
 

Item Unit Quantity 
Bulgur wheat Kg 15 
Rice Kg 19 
Bread Kg 37 
Dried pulses (lentils) Kg 15 
Ghee / Vegetable Oil Kg 7 
Sugar Kg 5 
Salt Kg 1 
Fresh seasonal vegetables Kg 12 
Chicken Kg 6 
Eggs Kg 6 
Tomato paste Kg 6 
Individual soap Pcs 12 
Laundry & dish soap Kg 3 
Toothpaste Pcs 2 
Sanitary pads Pack of 10 4 
Manually refined kerosene / Gas 
tank L  25 
Water L 4500 
Internet card (communications) 1GB 1 
Other (7.5% of total) % 0.075 
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Table 2: SMEB food items 

 
Food items / Food Security 
 
The food items in the basket are shown in Table 2 below, alongside the nutritional analysis of the food 
basket in Table 3. The items and amounts were designed to meet the full minimum need of a family of 6 
for one month, meeting the full 2,100 Kcal per person per day (SPHERE), with minimum 10% energy 
from Protein and 17% energy from Fat. FSL Cluster guidance and packages3 are designed according to 
each different activity, also in reference to the FS-HRP 20174. For regular programmes food security 
transfers should use a minimum of 1,600 Kcal pp/pd. But immediate emergency responses (e.g. IDPs 
fleeing frontlines or besieged areas), vulnerable groups, or winterization5, the 2,100 kcal pp/pd support 
is strongly recommended by the FSL Cluster. 
 
 

 
 
 
The food items in the basket represent both dietary diversity and local preferences. As stated above 

these are designed as price indicators for setting voucher or cash transfer values, not items 

recommended for distribution or purchase.  
x Cereals are rice, bulgur and bread, as all three – bread in particular – are commonly purchased 

as staples in the diet.  
x Pulses are grouped together, as different types of lentils and beans are all common, though for 

price monitoring it is recommended to choose one type (red lentils are currently used for 
ongoing price monitoring).  

x Fats / oil are represented by an average of ghee and vegetable oil, both of which are commonly 
used and widely available. Because the products can be used as substitutes, the average of the 
two prices is used for price monitoring.  

Table 3: Nutritional analysis of food items6 

Item g/p/d Calories Protein Fat 
Bulgur wheat 83.3 285 10.2 1.1 
Rice 105.6 380 7.0 0.6 
Bread 205.6 555 21.3 7.1 
Dried pulses (lentils) 83.3 286 21.5 0.9 
Ghee 38.9 341 0.1 38.7 
Sugar 27.8 108 0.0 0.0 
Salt 5.6 0 0.0 0.0 
Fresh seasonal 
vegetables 

66.7 27 0.8 0.1 

Chicken 33.3 72 6.2 5.0 
Eggs 33.3 48 4.2 3.2 
Tomato paste 33.3 27 1.4 0.2 
Total  2127 72.8 56.8 
Energy %   13.7% 24.0% 
SPHERE standards  2100 10% 17% 

Item Unit Quantity 
Bulgur wheat Kg 15 
Rice Kg 19 
Bread Kg 37 
Dried pulses (lentils) Kg 15 
Ghee / Vegetable oil Kg 7 
Sugar Kg 5 
Salt Kg 1 
Fresh seasonal 
vegetables Kg 12 

Chicken Kg 6 
Eggs Kg 6 
Tomato paste Kg 6 



Cash-Based Responses Technical Working Group, Northern Syria February 2017 
 

  

GUIDANCE DOCUMENT, NORTHERN SYRIA SURVIVAL MINIMUM EXPENDITURE 
BASKET 

6 

 

Table 4: SMEB consumable hygiene & other items 

x Fresh vegetables are included as these are also part of the staple Syrian diet, but because of 
seasonal changes in prices and availability, a mix of multiple vegetables is recommended for 
price monitoring (potatoes, tomatoes, cucumbers, and onions are currently used).   

x Animal protein is represented by chicken meat and eggs, since these are commonly used items 
but less expensive and more available than other types of meat / animal protein.  

x Other items include sugar, salt, and tomato paste, which were included in the original basket 
based on the most common diet, and data from the review indicated these were still important 
items.  

 
Summary & rationale of changes 
The items in the basket were not changed, as they continue to reflect both preferences and Food 
Security and Livelihoods Cluster guidance. There were four small changes made to amounts of items. 
Vegetables were doubled, from 6 to 12 kg per family of 6 per month. The purpose was to reflect local 
preferences and customs, as key informants and the household survey overwhelmingly reported higher 
minimum needs for vegetables. This also contributes to the dietary diversity of the basket. Chicken was 
increased from 4 to 6 kg, as a reflection of preferences for meat even among most vulnerable 
households. Lentils were decreased from 19 to 15 kg, as some NGO staff feedback and the household 
survey suggested this was still an appropriate amount. Last, the fats/oil category was changed from 
Ghee only to an average of Ghee and Vegetable oil, with the total amount remaining the same; this 
reflects the fact that both are still widely used, but vegetable oil is slightly less expensive and may be 
purchased more frequently when money is scarce. Overall the changes do not significantly increase or 
decrease the total Kcal, nor % energy from fat & protein, and the revised basket is in line with 
humanitarian minimum standards. 
 
 
 
Consumable hygiene & other items 
 
The second part of the basket contains other 
consumable household items, including basic 
hygiene items, water, cooking fuel, and internet 
data for communications. In addition, the basket 
contains 7.5% “float” for other household expenses. 
These items are just as critical for vulnerable 
families in northern Syria, particularly to reflect the 
needs of women and displaced families. These 
items are key humanitarian needs and also available 
in many local markets.  
 
 
 

Item Unit Quantity 
Individual soap Pcs 12 
Laundry/dish soap Kg 3 
Toothpaste Pcs 2 
Sanitary pads Packet of 10 4 
Manually refined 
kerosene / Gas tank L  25 
Water L 4500 
Internet card 
(communications) 1GB 1 
Other (7.5% of 
total) % 0.075 
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Summary & rationale of changes 
 

x Consumable hygiene items: Individual soap, laundry & dish soap, toothpaste, and sanitary pads 
were chosen based on cluster standards and post-distribution monitoring data. The review 
found these items still relevant.  

x Water: Reflecting the current WASH Cluster guidance for northern Syria, water was increased to 
4500 L (25 L / person / day), an increase from 2750 (15 L / person / day). Water sources vary 
across northern Syria, with many families relying on purchases of trucked water, and prices vary 
across the area. The price of water should be included in the SMEB when relevant (eg, in areas 
where the local water network is not functioning).  

x Cooking fuel: Manually refined kerosene is chosen as the price indicator for northern Syria, and 
still relevant after review, based on widespread use and availability. While other types of fuel 
are also used for cooking (including cylinder gas, wood/coal, and others), manually refined 
kerosene is frequently used in northern Syria by households who cannot afford gas cylinders. 
For monitoring purposes, if manually refined kerosene is not available, the price of a gas cylinder 
(equivalent of 25L) can be substituted. The SMEB does not include winter heating fuel; 
additional guidance on winter cash transfers is being developed by the Shelter-NFI Cluster and 
the CBR-TWG7. 

x Communication: Communication was added as a critical need during the review process, 
because of the high number of families in northern Syria who are displaced from their homes 
and/or reliant on relatives on other locations (in or out of Syria). Internet data cards are 
available and, given the interruption of normal phone networks, Whatsapp and other internet 
messaging services are most commonly used. The amount of 1GB is easy to purchase and 
sufficient for the minimum communication needs for a month.  

x Other / “Float”: Originally set at 6%, the review committee analyzed detailed data on household 
expenses from assessments and post-distribution monitoring of cash distributions by NGOs. The 
group chose the most common expenses not covered above (such as medical care, rent, 
transportation, and education), and multiplied the average % of money spent on these items by 
the average % of households that reported spending on these items. The total came to 7.5%, 
and this was adopted as the new “Float” amount. This factors in other expenses while keeping 
to the mandate of representing minimum survival needs. This should be calculated by adding 
the total basket price of all other items, and multiplying by .075.  
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Table 5: Sample SMEB calculation table. Unit prices from December 2016 

Guidance on using the SMEB items for programming  
The SMEB can be used to set transfer values for different types of cash and voucher programming. For 
food security sector transfers, NGOs should start with just the food items in the SMEB, as described 
below. For multi-purpose (multi-sector) transfers the full SMEB (food + consumable non-food) should be 
the starting point. See below for common examples.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Item Unit Quantity Price per 
unit (SYP) 

Basket 
Price (SYP) 

Bulgur wheat Kg 15 198  2,965  
Rice Kg 19 431  8,187  
Bread Kg 37 123  4,556  
Dried pulses (lentils) Kg 15 398  5,967  
Ghee / Vegetable oil Kg 7 747  5,229  
Sugar Kg 5 390  1,952  
Salt Kg 1 63  63  
Fresh seasonal 
vegetables Kg 12 131  1,572  

Chicken Kg 6 843  5,057  
Eggs Kg 6 992  5,955  
Tomato paste Kg 6 565  3,387  

“Food SMEB” Sub-Total 44,891 

Individual soap Pcs 12 166  1,987  
Laundry/dish soap Kg 3 362  1,087  
Toothpaste Pcs 2 183  366  
Sanitary pads Pack of 10 4 230  919  
Manually refined 
kerosene / Gas tank L  25 

278  6,962  

Water L 4500 0.54  2,419  
Internet card (estimate) 1GB 1 550  550  
Other (7.5% of total) % 0.075 166  4,439  

Consumable hygiene & other Sub-Total 18,729 

FULL SMEB PRICE (Avg, December 2016) 63,620 
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Multi-Purpose and Food Security Transfers 
Regular8 food security transfers 
For regular food security transfers (such as monthly 
food vouchers) the FSL Cluster guidance for regular 
programmes is to provide a min of 1,600 Kcal / 
person / per day (monthly), which is approximately 
75%-80% of the monthly Kcal needs (SPHERE). 
Therefore a repeated food voucher or cash transfer 
should aim for approximately 75% of the food SMEB 
price. In addition, the SMEB is designed for a family 
of 6. If your organization provides different amounts 
by household size, recommendations for deciding 
the family size adjustment is in the box at right.  
 
Regular multi-purpose cash transfers 
For monthly basic needs cash or unrestricted 
vouchers, the full SMEB should be used to calculate 
the price. However the FSL Cluster guidance to 
provide 1600 Kcal still applies. Therefore 
humanitarian actors planning monthly basic needs 
cash transfers are recommended to use 75% of the 
food items + 100% of the WASH & other items 
(including the 7.5% “other”) as the base transfer 
value for a household of six.  
 
One-time multi-purpose cash transfers 
For one-time multi-purpose cash or unrestricted 
vouchers, the full SMEB amount should be used to 
calculate the price. Unlike regular transfers, FSL 
Cluster guidance suggests meeting the full 2,100 
Kcal for one-time emergency cash transfers; thus 
100% of the full SMEB – food and other items – 
should be used. If using the same transfer value for 
all households, the full SMEB is recommended. If adjusting transfer values by household size, the 
methodology above can be used. 
 
One-time food security transfers 
In other cases, NGOs might want to distribute a one-time transfer priced at food items only, for example 
in an emergency response setting where recipients receive both a cash transfer and in-kind NFI or 
hygiene items. As above, for one-time transfers, it is recommended to use the full 2,100 kcal, or 100% of 
the price of the food items in the SMEB, to set the transfer value.  

Box 1: Calculating regular food voucher values using the 
SMEB food items:  

1) Collect data on the prices of these items, or find 
the latest market monitoring data, for the relevant 
geographic area 

2) Calculate the total price of the basket, and 
multiply by 0.75 to get the average food transfer 
amount for a household of 6 

If using different amounts for different household sizes, 
see steps 3-5: 
3) Determine the different household size categories 

your organization will use to adjust transfer 
amounts. (Eg, will the transfer amount increase for 
each person? Each three people?) 

4) Decide the “family size adjustment” for each HH 
size category*. (Eg, for every 2 additional HH 
members, transfer amount will increase by __x__ 
SYP.) 

5) Start with the transfer amount for a HH of 6, and 
add or subtract the amount in step 4 from this 
amount for each HH size category. This will give 
you the transfer amount for each HH size 
category.  

 
*If using a family size adjustment, the following factors should 
be considered to set transfer values: 
x The difference in transfer amounts between hh size should 

be large enough to make a difference, but not too large as 
to create resentments among smaller families or non-
beneficiaries 

x What are other humanitarian agencies doing? Contact the 
FSL Cluster and CBR-TWG to seek advice. Voucher values 
should be harmonized as much as possible across multiple 
humanitarian actors. 
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Other considerations for programme design 
Seasonal considerations 
The SMEB for northern Syria includes items available for all seasons, but does not factor in specific 
additional seasonal needs. In particular, winter programming typically requires additional assistance to 
ensure survival, and the Shelter/NFI Technical Working Group has released guidance on the most 
appropriate in-kind items for winterization, including stoves, fuel, clothes, and shelter needs.9 A 
winterization guidance is also available for FSL Cluster10. A separate guidance may be developed to 
support harmonization of cash and voucher programming for winter.  
 
Cash-for-Work (CFW) 
A primary consideration for setting CFW wages is to not draw laborers away from the local labor market, 
particularly time-sensitive seasonal labor. Global best practice recommends that wages should be set 
just below local labor rates. However, CFW can achieve the SMEB value if the number of days multiplied 
by the seasonal local labor rates can equal this value. If not, CFW may not be the best programme 
design to achieve a transfer of the SMEB value to vulnerable households.   
 
New arrivals 
The SMEB includes only consumable items, and is not designed to cover the durable goods needed by 
many new arrivals (such as mattresses, blankets or kitchen items, as well as shelter). Humanitarian 
agencies should refer to the Shelter / NFI Technical Working Group guidance, and a separate guidance 
may be developed to further improve cash programming for new arrivals.  
 
Rental support 
Some agencies in northern Syria have provided rent support, but given the diversity of shelter strategies 
used by vulnerable households in northern Syria, this was not included in the base SMEB. Cash transfers 
for rent support (whether stand-alone or added to an SMEB transfer) should be planned carefully to 
avoid causing inflation in rent prices or missing vulnerable families relying on other shelter strategies. 
 

Price Monitoring  
 
REACH, CBR-TWG and several NGOs collaborate on a monthly Joint Market Monitoring project, which 
collects data on the SMEB items in sub-districts all across Syria. REACH releases data and a report every 
month, which are available publicly at http://www.reachresourcecentre.info/countries/syria. Additional 
data on food prices and food security indicators in Syria is the WFP VAM unit report, available here: 
http://vam.wfp.org/CountryPage_overview.aspx?iso3=SYR. Organizations using the SMEB are 
encouraged to conduct their own price monitoring, especially in areas not regularly covered by the joint 
market monitoring exercise.  
 
 
 

http://www.reachresourcecentre.info/countries/syria
http://vam.wfp.org/CountryPage_overview.aspx?iso3=SYR
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1 These include medical care, rent, transportation, and education expenses. 
2 REACH monthly Joint Market Monitoring reports and datasets are available here (starting in 2015): 
http://www.reachresourcecentre.info/countries/syria  
3 FSL Cluster recommended Packages English (click) and Arabic version (click) 
4 FSS section of HRP 2017 (click) 
5 FSL Winterization English (click) and Arabic version (click) 
6 Nutrition calculations used the NutVal tool, available for download http://www.nutval.net/  
7 For general technical guidance on winter programming (not cash-specific), see the “Guidance note for Shelter and 
NFI kits response for Syria” from the S-NFI Cluster Technical Working Group, from June 2016. (link below #9) 
8 As per  FSL Cluster guidance, “regular”  should be a monthly support of min. 8 months out of 12, to differentiate 
from emergency distribution for responding to sudden crisis that should not last for more than 1-2 months; for 
more information please refer to the above links on FSL Cluster recommendations/min. packages 
9 Shelter-NFI technical guidance available online: https://www.sheltercluster.org/sites/default/files/docs/shelter-
nfi_twig_guidance_note_revised_20160726.pdf  
10 Winterization FSL guidance available online: http://reliefweb.int/report/syrian-arab-republic/food-basket-
nutritional-analysis-winterization-and-harmonization-enar  

                                                           

http://www.reachresourcecentre.info/countries/syria
https://www.dropbox.com/s/c9cl1vl2r5l9afw/Minimum_response%20packages%20HRP%202017_FSS_WoS.pdf?dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/s/tmv2wbexdte1xrb/Minimum_response%20packages%20HRP%202017_FSS_WoS%20-%20Arabic_%20%D8%A7%D9%82%D9%84%20%D8%A7%D8%B3%D8%AA%D8%AC%D8%A7%D8%A8%D8%A9%20%D8%AC%D9%85%D8%A7%D8%B9%D9%8A%D8%A9_%D8%AE%D8%B7%D8%A9%20%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A5%D8%B3%D8%AA%D8%AC%D8%A7%D8%A8%D8%A9%20%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A5%D9%86%D8%B3%D8%A7%D9%86%D9%8A%D8%A9%202017_%D9%82%D8%B7%D8%A7%D8%B9%20%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A3%D9%85%D9%86%20%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%BA%D8%B0%D8%A7%D8%A6%D9%8A_%D9%83%D9%84%20%D8%B3%D9%88%D8%B1%D9%8A%D8%A7.pdf?dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/s/a1r3ggpdki1tpw8/HRP%202017%20-%20Part%20III%20-%20Annexes%20-%20Objectives%20Targets%20%20Indicators%20-%20reviewed%20040117.pdf?dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/s/dmhk4bbs5dg0aia/FSL%20Cluster%20Winterization_recommendations.pdf?dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/s/hdjf6tabk0em6ve/Arabic-FSL%20Cluster%20Winterization_recommendations%20-%20Arabic_%D9%85%D8%AC%D9%85%D9%88%D8%B9%D8%A9%20%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A3%D9%85%D9%86%20%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%BA%D8%B0%D8%A7%D8%A6%D9%8A%20%D9%88%D8%B3%D8%A8%D9%84%20%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B9%D9%8A%D8%B4_%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AA%D8%AC%D9%87%D9%8A%D8%B2%20%D9%84%D9%84%D8%B4%D8%AA%D8%A7%D8%A1_%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AA%D9%88%D8%B5%D9%8A%D8%A7%D8%AA.pdf?dl=0
http://www.nutval.net/
https://www.sheltercluster.org/sites/default/files/docs/shelter-nfi_twig_guidance_note_revised_20160726.pdf
https://www.sheltercluster.org/sites/default/files/docs/shelter-nfi_twig_guidance_note_revised_20160726.pdf
http://reliefweb.int/report/syrian-arab-republic/food-basket-nutritional-analysis-winterization-and-harmonization-enar
http://reliefweb.int/report/syrian-arab-republic/food-basket-nutritional-analysis-winterization-and-harmonization-enar

