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INTRODUCTION

PREFACE
Assessing and reporting on system-wide

report on performance and also to identify and

humanitarian performance has always been

promote improved ways of working which will result

a key concern for the ALNAP network. Since it

in better performance. The outputs of this work – for

was formed, ALNAP has presented one of the few

example, on impact and innovation – have proved of

continuous assessments of performance related

value in their own right but also as part of a larger

issues, articulated in seven successive editions of

vision for assessing and improving system-wide

the Review of Humanitarian Action (RHA). And after

performance.

the Indian Ocean earthquake and tsunami of 2004,
ALNAP played a central role in the formation and

The State of the Humanitarian System Report

facilitation of the Tsunami Evaluation Coalition (TEC),

represents an early manifestation of this vision.

which was the ﬁrst system-wide evaluation

Bringing together much of the work done by ALNAP

of performance since the Rwanda report.

since the tsunami, this ﬁrst pilot report provides a
baseline and working methodology which will be built
upon and improved in subsequent iterations.

Since the publication of the tsunami evaluation
ﬁndings, ALNAP has conducted a series of
explorations and discussions on the feasibility, value

An undertaking of this scale and ambition has to rely

and scope of an improved mechanism for assessing

on genuine collective action and active participation

system-wide performance. At the heart of this

of many different stakeholders and we would like

effort were a series of network-wide consultations,

to acknowledge and thank all ALNAP members

bringing in the collective ideas and wisdom of the

and others for their inputs, advice and constructive

ALNAP membership. In doing so, ALNAP made the

criticism throughout the design and development of

most of its unique position as a sector-wide network

this process. The level and quality of support we have

comprising most of the key actors in the international

received says a lot about the desire of the system

humanitarian system.

to improve its work. Our hope is that this kind of
collective action can become a deﬁning characteristic

This work was reﬂected in the ALNAP Strategy

of the way that the sector as whole goes about its

2008–13, which states that ALNAP will develop

business.

a ‘structured commentary on system-wide
performance-related issues and… make a judgement
on the progress the system has made in trying to

Ivan Scott

improve performance’.

Head of Programme Performance & Accountability,
Oxfam GB. ALNAP Chair

Over the past two years, as part of this work, ALNAP
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John Mitchell
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FOREWORD
The ability to monitor and report on performance

bring about positive change and shape the system

is increasingly important for any successful sector.

of the future.

Individuals, organisations or systems cannot improve

Almost as important as what the report says, is

unless their shortcomings are identiﬁed and practical

what it does not say. It says nothing of how much

and creative solutions for improvements are put

of the true total global humanitarian need is being

forward.

met, because there is no measure or estimate of
total need. It has little to say about national and local

For sectors with public and social goals, it is essential

response. But these gaps need not be shortcomings,

to assess overall sector performance.

as there is great value in the regular act of

The effectiveness of such endeavours is determined

highlighting the extent of our ignorance. UNICEF

by the collective effort, not just the individual

demonstrated this some years ago when they ﬁrst

components. Yet, most monitoring of humanitarian

launched the State of the World’s Children report.

action to date has taken place at the programme,

The data tables were characterized by huge gaps

country or agency level, or has focused on speciﬁc

where states either couldn’t or didn’t collect and

groups of actors. Real-world systems are much more

publish data. This was a crucial factor in pushing

than the sum of their parts – they have properties

states to eventually collect and share their data. The

that emerge from their interactions. A national health

same, I hope, will become true for the humanitarian

service is more than just thousands of hospitals and

system.

clinics, an education system is more than thousands
of schools and colleges. And likewise the global

Our ability to be evidence-based in seeking

humanitarian network is more than the efforts of the

improvements to global humanitarian performance

individual delivery agencies.

really does matter. All the predictive models looking
forward twenty years or so, whether focusing on

If we are going to improve this system, we need

climate change,

to monitor its progress, successes and shortcomings,

globalization, demographics or violence,

and this effort needs to take

envisage a world which is far more uncertain

place at a system-wide level. This is why we need

than today. The 21st century will see the unexpected

a regularly published review of the state of the

as the norm, shocks becoming frequent and

humanitarian system. In this excellent ﬁrst pilot report

apprehension over our common future becoming

the authors have laid down criteria for assessing

more pervasive. For many communities and states, a

the overall system, which will be reﬂected upon and

responsive, innovative and appropriate international

improved before subsequent iterations. They have

humanitarian system will be needed more than ever.

made judgment calls on how well (and poorly) the
system is working. They have sought to highlight

On the bright side, mankind’s ability to invent, to

some of the promising innovations which may help

innovate, to share ideals and knowledge is moving
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INTRODUCTION

forward in geometric leaps. We only need to look

do it with evidence, with a clear sense of what works

at the way mobile telephony is changing the face

and does not work, and with an honest assessment

of communications in Africa and Asia and by the

of where, individually and collectively, we are

way social and political networks are shaping

succeeding and failing.

global opinion and ways of thinking. Although
we may attempt to make accurate projections,

Herein lies the value of the ALNAP State of

the real changes that will shape our future

the System work, in its focus and its ambition.

remain unknown. Twenty years ago there was no

Humanitarian response is both a service and a

prediction of mobile phones, on-line communities

calling. It obligates honest appraisal and improving

or the prevalence of international terrorist

the services provided to those affected by crisis. This

networks. The real changes that will impact on our

report is a new and important part of our sector’s

future are not here yet, and we have no idea what

work to meet that obligation.

they are. In universities today we have to face the
problem of how to prepare the leaders of tomorrow
to solve problems we know nothing about, with

Dr. Peter Walker

tools that have not yet been invented, to provide

Irwin H. Rosenberg Professor of Nutrition and

solutions we have not even dreamt of.

Human Security,
Director, Feinstein International Center, Friedman
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If we as individuals concerned with the alleviation

School of Nutrition Science and Policy, Tufts

of suffering in humanitarian crises are going

University.

to perform with empathy and efﬁciency in this

Chair of the ALNAP State of the System report

complex, innovative and risky future, we need to

Advisory Group.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
This report, commissioned under ALNAP’s

of UN humanitarian agencies and ofﬁces); and the

Humanitarian Performance Project, aims to provide a

ofﬁcial donors. The scope of the mapping exercise

system-level mapping and assessment of international

was limited to the ‘formal international system’, as

humanitarian assistance. To this end, the report

time and resource constraints did not adequately

1) deﬁnes key criteria for assessing system

allow for a comprehensive survey of national,

performance and progress, 2) assesses the system’s

local and community-based organisations that play

performance over the past two years against these

such critical roles in relief efforts, or an in-depth

criteria, 3) presents new, previously unavailable

examination of the evolving engagement

descriptive statistics and 4) highlights some new

of militaries and the private sector.

initiatives in policy and practice. The research team
synthesised the ﬁndings of roughly 500 global

Thus (narrowly) deﬁned, the international system

survey responses, 100 recent evaluations, 89

has shown considerable growth in recent years.

interviews, stafﬁng and budget information of over

Global stafﬁng levels have increased at an average

200 aid organisations and a ﬁnancial analysis of

annual rate of 6% over the past decade, and have

global humanitarian aid ﬂows. The resulting report

now reached a total population of roughly 210,800

represents a pilot effort to broadly assess the ‘state

humanitarian workers in the ﬁeld. In 2008, some

of the system’ with the intent, if it is found useful, to

$6.6 billion was contributed by donors directly to

repeat the exercise once every two years.

international emergency response efforts, a nearly
three-fold increase since the start of the decade,

The study was necessarily limited to assessing

after allowing for inﬂation.

operational performance of the international
humanitarian system rather than taking the measure

In terms of performance, ﬁndings indicate overall

of beneﬁciary-level impacts. Focusing on emergencies

progress in areas having to do with the internal

for which an appeal for international assistance

workings of the humanitarian system – such as

was made and in which international aid agencies

coordination mechanisms, funding vehicles and

were involved, the review examined three main

assessment tools – while at the same time some

categories of humanitarian actor: the major providers

fundamental issues, such as leadership and the

(non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and the

system’s engagement with and accountability

International Red Cross/Red Crescent Movement); the

to beneﬁciaries, remained weak. The ﬁndings

programme conveners/coordinators (the main role

thus depict a system steadily and incrementally
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

improving its own internal mechanics and technical

inadequately consulted and involved in assessments

performance, while remaining deﬁcient in some big-

and subsequent programme design.

picture requirements for effectiveness.
Prioritisation has improved with the advent of new
What follows is a summary of key ﬁndings against

tools and methodologies based on assessment

the review assessment criteria.

frameworks. An impressive amount of innovation has
occurred in the past two years in both inter-agency
needs assessment methodologies and mechanisms

Coverage/sufﬁciency

for strategic prioritisation of allocations based on

Despite signiﬁcant increases in both humanitarian

has raised a concern of too many parallel processes

funding and the global aid worker population,

potentially having a counterproductive effect, and the

this is an area where the system still falls short.

possible need for some consolidation.)

the assessments. (In fact, the glut of new initiatives

Humanitarian funding has increased and is being
distributed more equitably across sectors and

Relevance/appropriateness was also seen to beneﬁt

emergencies, facilitated in large part by new pooled

from the array of new types of programming starting

funding mechanisms. On average, total humanitarian

to be considered, including cash transfers and new

contributions equalled over 85% of total stated

interventions to support livelihoods and promote

requirements in 2007 and 2008, compared with 81%

market development.

in 2006 and only 67% in 2005. However, the needs
of affected populations have gone up as well, and
are still not matched by resources, so the result is a

Effectiveness

nearly universal perception of insufﬁciency, despite
quantitative evidence of progress.

To gauge effectiveness the review focused on issues
of preparedness/timeliness, coordination, monitoring

In a few contexts, humanitarian access is seen

and human resources/institutional capacity.

to be declining, owing to insecurity and/or host
government restrictions. In the most contested

Improvements were identiﬁed in the timeliness of

environments, insecurity for aid workers has

response, where signiﬁcant agency investments in

increased markedly.

standby capacity and new mechanisms, notably the
UN Central Emergency Response Fund (CERF) and in
at least one case the Cluster Approach, had enabled

Relevance/appropriateness

rapid action. Current efforts to increase humanitarian

The review examined the question of whether

(DRR) should reap future beneﬁts in terms of

humanitarian needs were adequately assessed and

improved preparedness and more timely, efﬁcient and

resources appropriately allocated. The quality of

locally grounded responses. The need to focus on

needs assessments was seen to have improved,

DRR has been highlighted by studies looking at the

and a majority of respondents indicated that inter-

humanitarian implications of climate change.

engagement and investment in disaster risk reduction

agency needs assessments were taking place in their

10
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contexts and were adequate. Despite improvements,

Overall, coordination was seen to improve with the

however, humanitarian actors felt that needs

introduction of the Cluster Approach, and although

assessment remained a weakness in the system.

it remains a subject of debate, positive views about

Evaluations and beneﬁciary consultations continue

the value of clusters outnumbered negative ones.

to note problems of multiple assessments without

Beyond these improvements in sectoral coordination,

sufﬁcient follow-up. Beneﬁciaries continue to be

however, overarching leadership for coordination was
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a noted weakness. In particular, the strengthening of

two to three years. There is also clear momentum

the Humanitarian Coordinator (HC) system is seen

around the need for greater downward accountability

as vital, but still a work in progress, with too many

and participation, and investments in feedback and

HCs lacking sufﬁcient knowledge of the humanitarian

complaint mechanisms and greater transparency

system to coordinate and advocate effectively. Other

are becoming more commonplace, which beneﬁts

coordination trends highlighted included a growing

programmes.

role for regional bodies such as the Association of
Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) and increased

Efﬁciency

investments in consortia approaches, promoting
greater collaboration between NGOs.

Efﬁciency issues, including the risks of corruption,
Monitoring continues to be consistently identiﬁed

continue to be relatively unaddressed in the literature

as a particular weakness within the system in

and evaluations of humanitarian action, although

many evaluations, although survey respondents did

Transparency International is developing an anti-

feel that the quality of monitoring was improving.

corruption toolkit. There has been widespread

Beneﬁciary consultations have stressed a desire for

concern about agency overhead and programme

greater follow-up and monitoring from donors and

support costs, particularly in relation to new ﬁnancial

implementing agencies. Stronger monitoring of pooled

mechanisms. People also noted, however, that the

funding arrangements is also seen as a critical issue.

constant drive to minimise administrative costs was
leading to chronic underinvestment in key capacities

Many agencies have made real efforts to increase

that could serve to improve performance. Efﬁciency

investment in operational capacity and quality of

therefore seems to be neglected in terms of analysis,

human resources. The survey and interviews did note

and has arguably too great a focus on driving down

improvements in the professionalism of humanitarian

administrative costs.

staff, but evaluations continue to identify problems
with high staff turnover and a need to invest more

In terms of the transaction costs of coordination (staff

in human resource management systems. There

time and resources required to participate in new

continues to be widespread acknowledgement of the

mechanisms and common processes), a consensus of

need to invest more in national staff development.

reviews and survey respondents was that the beneﬁts

There are also growing capacities on the part of

of coordination exceeded the costs of these new

national governments to meet the needs of their

administrative burdens.

own citizens in times of disaster in many contexts,
which should be considered in advance of launching

Coherence

response efforts.

Under the theme of coherence the review examined

Connectedness

ﬁrst, whether core humanitarian principles,
international humanitarian law (IHL) and refugee

The paucity of investment in local and national

law were being respected in humanitarian

capacities was a repeated concern, as were the

programming, and second, whether there was

top-down orientation of the system and the risk of

consistency in objectives and actions for protection

undermining local capacities. However, there are

and for advancing the crosscutting issues of illness,

also signs of improvement in how international

age, gender and disability. This is a difﬁcult topic

agencies work with local humanitarian actors, with a

to address in such a study; however, the sum of

solid majority of survey respondents indicating that

interviewee comments, survey respondents and

efforts at capacity building had increased in the past

recent research ﬁndings does seem to suggest a
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

growing concern about the lack of respect for IHL and

Recent years have seen an increased focus on the

core humanitarian principles in many recent conﬂicts.

issue of protection within the humanitarian system.
Guidelines and policies have been developed,

Humanitarian aid agencies identify a lack of respect

and unprecedented numbers of humanitarian

for principles on the part of warring parties, but

organisations now undertake protection activities.

also on the part of donor governments and their

However, confusion over what protection is and

militaries, as a result of comprehensive and ‘whole

which actors have responsibility for it continues to

of government’ approaches (integrating humanitarian

be an issue. There has been criticism of the quality

action with broader foreign policy goals) on the part

of protection work, including the deployment of

of Western governments. Aid agencies also noted,

inexperienced staff, breaches of conﬁdentiality of

however, that collectively they themselves were not

affected populations and inconsistent knowledge and

doing enough to maintain principled approaches or

application of relevant laws.

to advocate effectively for respect for humanitarian
principles and IHL vis-à-vis governments. Integrated

Regarding the crosscutting issues of illness, age,

missions continue to cause concern for some

gender and disability, there is an evident tendency

agencies, regarding the challenge they pose to

within the humanitarian system towards sudden

humanitarian independence, although there is a more

bursts of attention to particular issues, such as that

nuanced perspective on their role and impact as

given to HIV/AIDS in the early 2000s or to gender

compared with previous years, and in some contexts

mainstreaming in the 1990s, followed by a relative lull.

integration is seen to present real opportunities.

Several interviewees noted that it was a challenge to

Overall, the role of UN integrated missions and

maintain sufﬁcient attention within organisations on

UN peacekeeping forces was considered to be

these issues that need to be mainstreamed.

signiﬁcantly less threatening than the growing
involvement of Western militaries in providing aid
in conﬂicts in which they are involved.
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“There is a very real sense in which
international humanitarian actors
and their national counterparts
... do comprise a system”

1

INTRODUCTION
Humanitarian action is a substantial and complex

humanitarian situation in 2007–2008 appeared to

endeavour, involving the efforts of populations

have worsened somewhat compared with previous

affected by crises as well as those of a myriad

years. The years 2007 and 2008 saw 52 major

of local, national and international institutions

humanitarian emergencies (as deﬁned by a count

and organisations trying to assist them. To term

of the United Nations (UN) consolidated and ﬂash

the huge diversity of actors and networks a

appeals launched), an average of 26 per year.1 This

‘system’ risks implying a degree of cohesion and

represents an increase of 8% compared with the

uniformity of objectives that simply is not the case.

years 2001–2006. In terms of natural disasters alone

Nevertheless, by virtue of their shared broad goals

(most of which are not severe enough to warrant a

and underlying values, and their interdependence in

joint appeal), data from the International Federation

ﬁeld operations, there is a very real sense in which

of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies (IFRC) show

international humanitarian actors and their national

an increase of 3% in numbers of separate disasters

counterparts involved in disaster management do

in 2007–2008 (IFRC 2008a). Small- and medium-

comprise a system – albeit a loosely conﬁgured

scale ﬂoods in particular spiked in this period, a

one – that is worthy as a unit of analysis. The aim

phenomenon attributed to climate change (ECHO

of this study, commissioned and overseen by the

2009). The majority of international humanitarian

Active Learning Network for Accountability and

resources, however, continued to be focused on

Performance in Humanitarian Action’s (ALNAP)

protracted, complex crises, such as Sudan and the

Humanitarian Performance Project, was to develop a

Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), as well

framework analysing and reporting on system-wide

as on the high-proﬁle contexts with great power

humanitarian performance (ALNAP 2008; 2009).

involvement – Iraq and Afghanistan (Development
Initiatives 2009a). Moreover, humanitarian funding

The context for humanitarian action is constantly

requirements per emergency have increased by

shifting. The year 2008 started with the

nearly 50%, reﬂecting a broadening scope for

humanitarian aftermath of post-election violence

humanitarian action that increasingly includes early

in Kenya and conﬂict in Gaza. It also saw major

recovery and preparedness.

natural disasters in Myanmar, China, Haiti and
elsewhere. In 2009, conﬂicts in Sri Lanka and

The humanitarian system faces a number of new and

Pakistan produced major crises of displacement.

ongoing challenges, including climate change, high

In terms of numbers of emergencies, the global

food prices, the ﬁnancial crisis and the HIV/AIDS
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and ﬂu pandemics. Longer-term issues, notably

Evaluations of humanitarian action generally take

rapid urbanisation and ageing populations, will also

place on the level of individual projects, with few

require adaptation. Our knowledge of the linkages

sector- or system-level assessments. When an

between climate change and disasters remains

evaluation does attempt a system-level analysis, this

limited, but there is conﬁdence that it will mean

typically is around a speciﬁc emergency case, not the

more climate-related disasters and more need for

global performance of international humanitarian

disaster response (Scheumer-Cross and Taylor 2009;

action.2 Moreover, despite many years of evaluation

Webster et al 2008).

and analysis in the humanitarian ﬁeld, some very
basic information about the humanitarian system
as a whole – its size, reach, scope of action and

1.1 | Scope and methodology

capability – remains unknown. In other words,
we lack a shared understanding of what the

Humanitarian action, broadly deﬁned, could

humanitarian system actually is, as well as a means

encompass any actions to save lives and alleviate

of gauging its success.

suffering in the face of disasters. This would include
the response to disasters in developed countries,

A comprehensive evaluation of the overall

such as Hurricane Katrina in the US or the 2009

international humanitarian system would be

earthquake in Italy, as well as efforts in thousands of

a mammoth undertaking, requiring far more

small disasters which occur across the globe but do

resources and time than were available for this

not generate an international response. Within this

review.3 This review attempts the more modest

broad arena of the global response to disasters is

goal of enumerating some basic descriptive

what Hugo Slim (2007) calls the ‘formal’ international

statistics, such as the size and scope of the major

humanitarian system of donor governments, UN

international aid agencies and recent trends in

agencies, the Red Cross Movement and INGOs.

humanitarian ﬁnancing, while also providing a

This has been a largely Western endeavour,

baseline assessment against some basic indicators

although non-OECD DAC donors are playing an

of system-level performance. Additionally, this report

increasingly important role. Much of the response

highlights a few of the plethora of new initiatives that

to disasters has always been made outside of this

are covering a wide range of issues in humanitarian

international ‘system’, by affected governments,

practice and policy.4 This report therefore represents

civil society, military and private sector actors and

a pilot effort to assess broadly the ‘state of the

affected populations themselves. International aid

system’. If it is deemed to be useful, the intent is to

agencies have always worked with and through local

repeat the exercise once every two years.

organisations and are themselves largely composed
The review based its performance assessment

of staff from disaster-affected countries.

categories on the OECD DAC humanitarian

14
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Drawing sharp boundaries around the ‘system’

evaluation criteria of Relevance/Appropriateness,

that is of interest to this study is therefore difﬁcult.

Connectedness, Coherence, Coverage, Efﬁciency

The approach taken by the review was to focus on

and Effectiveness (ALNAP 2006; OECD DAC

humanitarian emergencies for which an appeal for

1999), adapting these and developing speciﬁc

international assistance had been made and in

indicators for each based on research capacities

which international aid agencies were involved.

and data availability. A detailed description of the

Within these disasters, however, the analysis

research methodology and the speciﬁc indicators

considered national as well as international

used (including an explanation of how the review

humanitarian actors, including disaster-affected

approached the ‘Impact’ criterion) is provided in this

states and local civil society.

Study’s inception report (Harvey et al 2009), which
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was prepared by the research team in consultation

humanitarian actors and stakeholders across a range

with the project’s Advisory Board. As noted in the

of ﬁeld settings.

inception report, for the purposes of this study – a
desk review of limited resources and duration – it

For the evaluation synthesis, over 100 evaluations

was necessary to develop indicators that were few in

were reviewed, covering a broad range of contexts,

number, reasonably objective and able to be tracked

sectors and agencies. The report drew on evaluations

over time. It is envisioned that future iterations of the

from 2007 in the ALNAP ERD, complemented by

study will revisit, reﬁne and potentially expand on

efforts to gather further evaluations from agencies

these indicators.

not well represented in this. A list of these evaluation
documents and other literature captured in the

The research programme consisted of four main

synthesis is provided in the bibliography (attached

components: 1) an evaluation synthesis, analysing

as Annex 2). The literature review examined reports

the ﬁndings of evaluations, reviews and other recent

published since the last system-wide evaluation,

analytical literature pertaining to humanitarian action;

undertaken by the Tsunami Evaluation Coalition

2) a compilation of descriptive statistics, mapping

(TEC) (Telford et al 2006).

the system’s components through an examination of
global ﬁnancial data and organisational information;

The descriptive statistics were compiled using data

3) a series of interviews with a selected group of

gathered from various public sources, including:

key informants within humanitarian practitioner

• The OCHA FTS – for ﬁgures on contributions

and policymaking circles; and 4) a global survey on

to speciﬁc humanitarian emergencies, programmes

humanitarian performance indicators encompassing

and appeals;

Table 1
Assessment criteria and sample research questions
COVERAGE/SUFFICIENCY
• Does the system have adequate resources to do the job?
• Is there capacity to reach all populations in need?
RELEVANCE/APPROPRIATENESS
• Are resources allocated appropriately to meet needs?
• Are needs adequately assessed?
EFFECTIVENESS
• Is the system responsive (prepared), fast and ﬂexible?
• How well are component parts coordinated?
• Has the quality of monitoring improved?
• Do aid workers possess appropriate qualiﬁcations and
experience?
• Do ﬁeld staffers receive adequate support and supervision from
their organisations?
• Is there increased downward accountability from the system to
beneﬁciaries?

CONNECTEDNESS/CAPACITY BUILDING
• Is the international community actively engaged in building
capacity for local humanitarian response?
• Are local/national authorities involved in planning (if
appropriate)?
• Do local/national NGOs have increased access to common
planning processes and international funding?
EFFICIENCY
• Have efﬁciencies been gained or lost by recent reform efforts?
• Overheads, transaction costs and other headquarters–ﬁeld
allocation issues
COHERENCE
• Are key humanitarian principles, IHL and refugee law being respected?
• Are rights-based approaches being used and making a
difference?
• Are there shifting trends in the involvement of military and
private sector actors?

THE STATE OF THE HUMANITARIAN SYSTEM: ASSESSING PERFORMANCE AND PROGRESS A PILOT STUDY

Reportmpt3.indd 15

15

1/11/2010 16:27:17

INTRODUCTION

• OECD DAC statistics databases – for global

and humanitarian vs. development expenditure in

humanitarian resource allocations from major

instances where these ﬁgures were not available,

ofﬁcial government donors;

we used the average percentage of internationals in

• Individual organisations’ annual reports, ﬁnancial

that organisation’s data history. For organisations

statements and other organisational materials

where no staff numbers were available for any of

– for information on humanitarian budgets,

the years, the expenditure to stafﬁng formula was

programme portfolios and stafﬁng ﬁgures.

calculated based on the average for that of the other
organisations in the same tier.

To compile the ﬁgures for the large population
of INGOs, organisations were divided into ﬁve

This methodology draws upon and expands that

tiers based on their annual overseas programme

developed by the researchers in a previous study

expenditures. Tier 1 contained INGOs with

on humanitarian operational security (Stoddard

budgets in excess of $250 million and Tier 5 those

et al 2006), also outlined in the inception report.

with budgets of less than $10 million.5 Annual
expenditure ﬁgures were readily available from

Interviews were held with 89 people, representing

annual reports and audited ﬁnancial statements,

NGOs (47), UN agencies (21), the Red Cross/

but not all organisations provide or record stafﬁng

Red Crescent Movement (6), host governments

ﬁgures year to year. For organisations where

(8) and donor governments (7) (see Annex 3

stafﬁng numbers were available for some but not all

for a complete list of names and organisational

years, we calculated the average annual overseas

afﬁliations). Informants were selected to be broadly

expenditure to ﬁeld staff ratio for the years where

representative of the major actors and sectors of the

the data were available, and used this ratio to

international humanitarian system. Attempting to

calculate the staff number for the missing years

reﬂect roughly the proportional share of resources

for that individual organisation. Similarly, to obtain

(human and ﬁnancial) and operational presence in

a breakdown of international vs. national staff

humanitarian response, the team designed a matrix

Figure 1
Composition of survey respondents
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INGO

49%

UN

21%

Local NGOs

9%

International Red Cross/
Red Crescent Movement

7%

Donors

6%

Host government

3%

Other International Organisations

3%

Citizens/beneﬁciaries

1%

Researchers

1%
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for identifying interviewees from aid agencies and

national NGO and community-based organisation

organisations across the full range of humanitarian

(CBO) representatives (9%). The remaining

sectors, as well as those from host and donor

respondents were made up of representatives

governments. Research team members used a

from the International Movement of the Red Cross

questionnaire template designed according to the

and Red Crescent (7%), donor governments (6%),

study framework and tailored to the individual

host governments (3%), host country citizens (1%)

interviewee’s ﬁeld of expertise.

and researchers/academics (1%). In the regional
breakdown of ﬁeld-based responses, most emanated

The web-based survey instrument (Annex 4)

from Africa (42%), followed, in descending order,

was designed to complement the other research

by Asia, the Americas, the Middle East and Eastern

components, allowing the study to reach

Europe.

greater numbers of ﬁeld-based practitioners and
stakeholders than was possible through interviews

The review took pains to identify objective indicators

alone. The survey instrument was designed by

for performance so that the study would not be

the research team, reviewed by the Advisory

overly self-referential, but the fact that the great

Board and further revised after being piloted in

majority of interview and survey subjects were from

International Rescue Committee (IRC) ﬁeld ofﬁces.

inside the system (the international humanitarian

The original target of 300 responses was raised

organisations) warrants a caveat. The review also

to 500 after a greater than anticipated response

attempted to draw additional beneﬁciary views from

rate. The survey was posted in English, French

the existing literature and recent work involving

and Spanish, and garnered a total of 499 complete

participatory evaluation methods. Future iterations

responses. In numbers roughly proportionate to

of this review, if undertaken, should set increasingly

their operational ﬁeld presence in humanitarian

higher targets for outreach to beneﬁciaries and other

programming, most respondents were INGO staff

relevant outside observers.

(48%), followed by UN agency staff (21%) and local/

Notes
1 Figures from the UN Ofﬁce for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) Financial Tracking Service (FTS) as of 12 September 2009 (http://ocha.unog.ch/fts).
2 A notable exception being the Humanitarian Response Review, commissioned by the UN Emergency Relief Coordinator in 2005.
3 75 days of researcher time were used to complete this review.
4 We have attempted to provide a picture of key developments across sectors and the different aspects of humanitarian action, but space and scope issues mean that a
comprehensive sector-by-sector review of new initiatives has not been possible. For a more detailed and comprehensive review focusing on performance-related initiatives,
see Ramalingam and Mitchell (2009) Counting what counts: performance and effectiveness in the humanitarian sector in the ALNAP 8th Review of Humanitarian Action.
5 To compile the total list of INGOs engaged in humanitarian response we consulted the membership of the major INGO consortia (InterAction, International Council of
Voluntary Agencies (ICVA) and Voluntary Organisations in Cooperation in Emergencies (VOICE), and the Steering Committee for Humanitarian Response (SCHR)), the World
Food Programme’s (WFP’s) list of INGO partners and the rosters of the US Agency for International Development (USAID) and European Commission Humanitarian Aid Ofﬁce
(ECHO) grant recipients.
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COMPOSITION OF THE HUMANITARIAN SYSTEM

“...In 2008 the total number of aid workers in the
field was roughly 210,800... global total funds
directed to humanitarian response
efforts totalled roughly $7bn in 2008”

2

COMPOSITION OF THE HUMANITARIAN
SYSTEM
The descriptive statistics presented in this section

potential staffing resource pool of international

examine the components of the international system

humanitarian response, since multi-mandated

in an attempt to establish some basic figures about

organisations often respond to sudden onset crises

its size, scope and capability. It focuses on the

by shifting development resources to emergency

internationally operating aid organisations and their

response. A more conservative estimate, including

local partners that implement the aid projects (i.e.

only those staffing resources allocated specifically

NGOs and Red Cross Movement);6 the UN agencies,

to crisis response and rehabilitation activities, is

which both implement programmes and have a

210,800.9 On average, the humanitarian fieldworker

central coordinating role in international humanitarian

population has increased by approximately 6% per

efforts; and the official donors, which contribute a

year over the past 10 years (Stoddard et al 2009).

significant portion of aid resources.7 Of course, it
can be argued that there are other important actors
in humanitarian response – national militaries and
private sector contractors, to name two. However,

Figure 2
Estimated number of field staff and distribution

to be analytically useful and also feasible within
the confines of the study, the field was limited to
the above three main categories. If resources are
made available, in future iterations it may be useful

Total field staff: 210,800

to expand the scope to look in more detail at other
actors, including host governments, local NGOs and

49,500

militaries.

112,900
48,400

2.1.1 | The international humanitarian
footprint
In 2008, the total number of aid workers in the field
(including both relief and development workers)
was roughly 595,000.8 This could be viewed as the
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UN humanitarian agencies and International Organization
for Migration (IOM)
International Movement of the Red Cross/Red Crescent
INGOs
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2.1.2 | Global humanitarian resources

Figure 3
Total humanitarian ﬂows to emergencies by year

As with the aid worker population, calculating the
total dollar amount of funding used for humanitarian
action is a difﬁcult task, and estimates vary. The

US$
7bn

most widely credited among these comes from the
Global Humanitarian Assistance (GHA) Report, which

6bn

estimates that international humanitarian resources
totalled $15 billion in 2007 and in the neighbourhood

5bn

of $18 billion in 2008 (Development Initiatives 2009a).
The GHA Report takes a donor-based approach

4bn

to the calculation, factoring in ofﬁcial government
humanitarian assistance contributions as reported to
the OECD DAC, non-DAC government contributions
as reported to OCHA’s FTS, OECD DAC governments’
security-related and post-conﬂict assistance and
private (non-government) contributions received by
aid organisations.
Having noted the GHA Report’s estimates, the
review used different approaches (no more or less
valid; rather, different slices of the data) to arrive
at somewhat lower estimates10 of global funding
resources mobilised for humanitarian response. The
ﬁrst involved looking at targeted contributions to

3bn
2bn

Actual data
Trend line

1bn

2001

2002

2003

2004

2005

2006

2007

2008

Source Figures compiled from OCHA FTS as of 16 March 2009
(adjusted for inﬂation; excludes Iraq and tsunami responses).
Note US$1bn = US$1,000,000,000

speciﬁc humanitarian emergency response efforts, as
reported to OCHA’s FTS. In 2007, total emergency aid
ﬂows were at $4.4 billion, and in 2008 at $6.6 billion.
These years’ totals continued the general upward
trend of aid humanitarian contributions.

yielded global totals funds directed to humanitarian
programming (from both public and private sources)
at roughly $6 billion in 2007 and $7 billion in 2008.

Financial data going back to 2001 indicate that
humanitarian aid has risen faster than overall ofﬁcial
development assistance (ODA), and that the rate
of growth accelerated signiﬁcantly after 2005. This
rise correlates with the inception of the new pooled
funding mechanisms for humanitarian contributions,
i.e. the expanded UN Central Emergency Response

2.2 | NGOs and the Red Cross
Movement
2.2.1 | INGOs

Fund (CERF) and the country-level Common
Humanitarian Funds (CHFs).

INGOs programmed approximately $5.7 billion of
the international humanitarian system’s expenditure

The other approach to estimating global humanitarian

and accounted for the majority of humanitarian

funding resources entailed looking at the overseas

staff in the ﬁeld. Roughly 250 organisations and

programme expenditures of the provider organisations

multinational federations (each of these in turn

allocated to humanitarian action. This calculation

containing multiple national afﬁliates) comprise the
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2.2.2 | LNGOs and CBOs

global INGO community. The group of six largest
INGO federations/organisations (CARE, Catholic
Relief Services (CRS), Médecins Sans Frontières

National/local NGOs (LNGOs) and CBOs are an

(MSF), Oxfam, Save the Children and World Vision

important part of humanitarian delivery in many

International) in 2008 had an estimated combined

settings. UN agencies and INGOs alike sometimes

overseas operating expenditure in excess of $4 billion,

depend upon these groups for the end-stage

of which $1.7 billion was allocated to humanitarian

implementation of their aid programmes. On the

programming.

whole, they tend to be small in size and in geographic
scope of operations, but numerous within affected

In all, field staff working for INGO programmes in

countries. It was beyond the scope of this review

2008 totalled nearly 208,000, of whom approximately

to survey comprehensively the (non-Red Cross/Red

113,000 were engaged in humanitarian efforts. Nearly

Crescent) LNGOs and CBOs. However, because the

95% of global INGO field staffers were nationals of the

imputing formula was based on staffing to overseas

host country.

expenditure ratios, the estimate captured a significant
portion of LNGO partnering/subcontracted local

The combined data confirmed the INGO movement

staff as well, particularly for those agencies that

as a mid-20th century phenomenon, with the average

programme large budgets and in-kind material aid

age of the larger NGOs (Tiers 1–4) at 49. The group

almost exclusively through local partners on the

of six largest INGOs tended to be a good deal older,

ground.

with the exception of MSF, whose relatively recent
founding in 1971 brought the tier’s average age down

Evaluations have suggested that recent humanitarian

to 59. The majority of INGOs are based in North

reforms such as the Cluster Approach and CHFs

America (particularly the US) and Western Europe,

have created the potential for greater international

are secular in orientation and engage in humanitarian

engagement with LNGOs, and greater access for these

action across a range of sectors.

organisations to international funding and capacity-

Figure 4
Operational NGOs grouped by annual budget size
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TIER 1 >US $250m/yr

• 6 organisations/federations
• Combined humanitarian spending $1.7bn
• Total staff 90,400 (86,000 nationals and 4,000 internationals)

TIER 2 US $100–250m/yr

• 11 organisations/federations
• Combined humanitarian spending $193m
• Total staff 30,900 (28,800 nationals and 2,100 internationals)

TIER 3 US $50–99m/yr

• 12 organisations/federations
• Combined humanitarian spending $388m
• Total staff 24,700 (23,100 nationals and 1,600 internationals)

TIER 4 US $10–49m/yr

• 27 organisations/federations
• Combined humanitarian spending $261m
• Total staff 38,100 (36,400 nationals and 1,800 nternationals)

TIER 5 <US $10m/yr

• 179 organisations/federations
• Combined humanitarian spending $523m
• Total staff 13,900 (13,100 nationals and 800 internationals)
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Table 2
UN humanitarian actors & IOM – staffing and budgets
Total aid staff
2006: 71,374 2007: 73,487 2008: 73,870

$bn
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10

50
40
30

63,602

65,477

65,705

0

8.4bn

7.7bn

4.4bn

5.2bn

6.2bn

2006
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5

20
10

8.4bn

7,772
2006

8,010
2007

8,165
2008

National staff
International staff
0

Estimated humanitarian staff
2006: 49,379 2007: 50,327 2008: 49,500

Non-humanitarian field
budget (US$)
Humanitarian budget
(US$)

building support. They have also found, however, that

estimate of volunteers, the IFRC estimates that the

the potential created by these platforms has not yet

entire Movement ‘is made up of almost 97 million

been evidenced in terms of actual tangible benefits

volunteers, supporters, and staff in 186 countries’

to LNGOs and CBOs in the form of measurably

(ibid).

increased levels of direct grants.

2.3 | UN agencies

2.2.3 | International Red Cross and Red
Crescent Movement

The review compiled information from the nine key
UN agencies and offices engaged in humanitarian

This unique category of humanitarian agencies

response11 plus IOM. Most of these bodies undertake

is comprised of the ICRC, the IFRC and the 186

humanitarian programming on a broad scale (often

national societies themselves. The ICRC, whose

country-wide or region-wide) and typically adopt

historic humanitarian mission is to protect the

coordinating as opposed to project implementation

lives and dignity of victims of armed conflict and

roles in the field, although they are known to do

other situations of violence and to provide them

both in some contexts. With the introduction of the

with assistance, brought a total of 13,400 workers

Cluster Approach to coordination, the UN agencies

to the humanitarian staff count in 2008. It is less

have taken on sector-wide leadership responsibilities,

straightforward to calculate the humanitarian staffing

resulting in increases both in their funding and in

numbers of the Red Cross and Red Crescent national

their operational presence in countries where clusters

societies, whose employees engage in not only

have been adopted (see Stoddard et al 2007).

relief situations but also emergency preparedness
and non-emergency public health provision, along

The UN agencies have a higher percentage of

with other social activities. In addition, they are

international/expatriate field staff than do the NGOs

supported by large numbers of unpaid volunteers.

(on average 11% as opposed to 5%), reflecting,

For the aid worker population calculations, we used

perhaps, the more centralised coordinating role.

the most recent figures available from the IFRC,

On the whole, UN agencies receive the largest share

recognising that these are broad estimates only:

of government contributions for specific emergency

roughly 300,000 worldwide staff and 35,000 engaged

response efforts (totalling upwards of 85% when

in relief efforts (IFRC 2007a). When adding their

including contributions to CERF and CHFs, which
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flow through UN agencies). Since 2006, NGOs have

monitoring of government–government humanitarian

seen an ever increasing share of their total funding

aid, the preferred channel for the non-DAC donors. Of

coming through sub-grants from the UN via the

the 10 largest donors (both DAC and non-DAC), Saudi

pooled funding mechanisms.

Arabia has shown the largest increase of reported
contributions in the past four years (2,465%) (Stoddard
and Harmer 2009).

2.4 | Donors

The number of donors contributing to international

Governments, as opposed to corporate, philanthropic

humanitarian response efforts has increased by

or public donations or other private sources (not

40%, from an average of 67 per year to 94 per year

counting remittances) remain the largest source

in the past four years. As of 2008, 104 governments

of international humanitarian funding flows. The

were reporting humanitarian contributions, many of

largest DAC member government donors, in

these made possible for the first time by the CERF

particular the US, continue to contribute the bulk

mechanism.

of official humanitarian action; of these donors, the
humanitarian reform-minded Western governments

Funding from private voluntary sources has increased

– the UK, the Netherlands, Norway, Sweden, Canada

as well, although not as dramatically as public

and Ireland – have shown the largest jumps in post-

funding has, apart from the unprecedented inflows

reform years (105% on average) and have increased

that greeted the tsunami response. The GHA Report

their share of overall humanitarian contributions.

(Development Initiatives 2009a) shows the importance

These governments are the biggest proponents and

of funding for NGOs from voluntary sources. In

users of the pooled funding mechanisms.

2006, the 19 members of MSF had expenditure of
$496 million from voluntary sources, making it the

FTS data show that non-DAC government

third largest humanitarian spender after the US and

humanitarian contributions have increased by a

the UK. Caritas had a voluntary expenditure of $294

greater amount than DAC funding has, although this

million, almost equivalent to that of the government of

likely owes to better reporting recently by non-DAC

Sweden. Voluntary funds are important for speed of

donors into the system, and the system’s improved

response, flexibility and relative lack of conditions.

Notes
6 Defined as international organisations and agencies engaged in the provision of material aid and other tangible support operations to populations in crisis. This includes
the provision of technical assistance for humanitarian purposes, but excludes human rights monitors/advocates, other pure advocacy organisations, peacekeepers, peace and
reconciliation actors and religious missions for whom the provision of aid is a secondary activity.
7 Not including the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) and certain NGOs which, for reasons of independence and neutrality, operate largely outside coordination
structures.
8 This includes international and national employees of UN humanitarian agencies (IASC members), INGOs, the ICRC and the IFRC/national Red Cross/Red Crescent societies.
The estimate of employees of national Red Cross Red Crescent societies was not counted in previous aid worker population estimates by members of the review team, and its
inclusion here has revised the previous estimate upward from 290,000 (Stoddard et al 2009).
9 This lower estimate was based on average percentage of overseas project expenditures of the multi-mandated organisations that was allocated to humanitarian action in
2008.
10 For example, the review’s estimates do not include security-related expenditures from DAC donors, which bring the amount down considerably.
11 These are the members of the IASC: Food and Agricultural Organization (FAO), UN Development Programme (UNDP), UN Population Fund (UNFPA), United Nations High
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF), UN Relief and Works Agency (UNRWA), WFP, World Health Organization (WHO) and OCHA.
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“Undeniably improved,
but still insufﬁcient”

3

PERFORMANCE ASSESSMENT
This section integrates ﬁndings from the survey,

actors and sectors are singled out for praise or

interviews and evaluation synthesis into an

criticism within broader emergency contexts. In the

assessment of the humanitarian system’s

survey, the food aid and logistics/coordination sectors

performance against measures broadly framed

won highest marks, on average, for performance.

around the OECD criteria of Relevance/

The lowest ranking sectors in terms of performance

Appropriateness, Connectedness, Coherence,

were agriculture, protection and early recovery.

Coverage, Efﬁciency and Effectiveness, also drawing

When ranking their own sector of work, respondents

on key standards such as Sphere, the Code of

cited prioritisation/appropriateness and participation

Conduct and the Humanitarian Accountability

of local authorities as the strongest aspect and

Partnership (HAP) standard.

participation of beneﬁciaries as the weakest.

On balance, many previously identiﬁed contexts of
weak performance have remained unchanged at
best, including some fundamental issues such as

3.1 | Coverage/sufﬁciency

leadership, and the system’s engagement of and

This section ﬁrst explores adequacy of funding and

accountability to beneﬁciaries.

then turns to examine issues related to access and
operational coverage, to answer the basic questions:

The humanitarian system is above all inconsistent;
interview and evaluation ﬁndings identiﬁed huge
variability within and between crises in terms of

• Does the system have adequate resources to do the
job?

performance. Of the recent crises, particularly

• Is the system able to reach all populations in need?

weak performances were cited in Pakistan (2009),
Kenya (2009) and Ethiopia (2008), owing to a mix of
inadequate funding, slow response time and poor
coordination and leadership. On the other hand,

3.1.1 | Funding against needs

response efforts received on the whole positive

As mentioned above, the absolute volume of

reviews in Kenya in response to post-election violence

global humanitarian contributions has continued to

(2008), Lebanon (2007) and the Yogyakarta earthquake

rise, with a particular surge after 2005.

in Indonesia (2006). In addition, certain programmes,

In addition, timeliness in humanitarian ﬁnancing
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appears to have improved in the post-reform period

plans and for the time being must serve as the best

in chronic crisis contexts (it was not seen to improve

available proxy for need.

in relation to ﬂash appeals). This was manifested in a
greater percentage of total annual contributions being

Evaluations tend to focus on the strengths and

committed in the ﬁrst and second quarters – or the

weaknesses of the aid provided by aid agencies

previous year – suggesting improved ability for aid

and neglect the question of populations that were

organisations to plan and sustain their operational

not reached. The existing evidence, therefore, just

presence in chronic emergency settings. This is

does not enable judgements about how adequately

important for predictability and preparedness, since

humanitarian actors are meeting the totality of

the majority of humanitarian action takes place in

global humanitarian need, as opposed to needs

protracted crises, requiring aid year after year, as

that are identiﬁed for which funding is requested.

opposed to sudden onset emergencies.12

Humanitarian actors have tended to base appeals
as much on what they think it is realistic to expect

Despite these positive developments, however,

from donors as on an objective assessment of

the fact remains that in most cases funding still

needs. Figures such as the percentage shortfall

does not match needs. The persistent insufﬁciency

in consolidated and ﬂash appeals therefore need

against needs is evidenced in funding data and case

to be treated with caution. In Afghanistan, Donini

evaluations, and borne out by interview ﬁndings and

(2009) notes that ‘the scale and scope of the

results of the global survey, where solid majorities

humanitarian caseload are unknown’, tracing the

across the board in each of the regions deemed the

collapse of information collection and analysis

funding insufﬁcient to meet the needs of their given

capacity in the country. There are also populations

context. There was even greater dissatisfaction on

that just fail to hit the radar of the international

the level of funding for the respondents’ individual

humanitarian system. For instance, Iraqi refugees

sectors. The GHA Report (Development Initiatives

in Syria were found to receive little assistance from

2009a) ﬁnds that around 30% of needs identiﬁed in UN

the international community in 2007, with UNHCR

consolidated and ﬂash appeals have gone unmet in

trying to provide more support but reaching only a

each of the past three years, and coverage has varied

fraction of the 1.5 million refugees (Al-Khalidi et al

widely from crisis to crisis. Oxfam concludes that

2007).

‘the current level of funding is still far too low to meet
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even today’s humanitarian needs’ (Scheumer-Cross

What is also lacking, both in real time and in

and Taylor 2009). Beneﬁciary surveys have also noted

evaluation ﬁndings, is any sense of how adequately

that humanitarian assistance has been inadequate

needs are being met across particular sectors. In

relative to need. A Fritz Institute (2006) survey found

Myanmar, there has been adequate funding for

that, 10 months after the Pakistan earthquake, large

immediate life-saving relief but limited funding for

numbers of affected people reported having acute

recovery; in Angola, the response to the return of

needs for basic assistance. The issue is complicated

three million internally displaced persons (IDPs)

by the fact that, for the purposes of measurement,

was found to be ‘late and feeble’ and a sign of the

‘needs’ are deﬁned as the stated requirements of

continuing problems of reorientation from relief to

humanitarian providers (e.g. work plans, consolidated

rehabilitation (Folke et al 2008; Turner 2008).

appeals processes (CAPs), etc.) and do not necessarily

A lack of funding for disaster risk reduction (DRR),

reﬂect the reality of populations’ needs on the ground.

and speciﬁcally preparedness, was consistently

The use of the ‘requirements’ measure for needs is an

highlighted by UN, NGO and national government

oft-stated weakness, one which is only beginning to

interviewees, and underscored by evaluation

be addressed by improvements in needs assessment

ﬁndings. For example, a capacity study of the water,

methodologies and coordinated humanitarian action

sanitation and hygiene (WASH) sector found that

THE STATE OF THE HUMANITARIAN SYSTEM: ASSESSING PERFORMANCE AND PROGRESS A PILOT STUDY

1/11/2010 16:27:18

funding was seen as a major constraint to effective

This development correlates with the inception of

response, with funding for preparedness and risk

the expanded CERF and other new pooled funding

reduction the most constrained (Cosgrave 2009).

mechanisms. Evaluations of these instruments have
been mostly positive. The CERF has been seen as

Although funding still does not match needs,

having made progress towards meeting its objectives

recent ﬁnancial analysis shows that not only is

of improving the timeliness of initial response

funding meeting a greater proportion of needs than

to sudden onset emergencies and improving the

previously, but also there is less discrepancy than

ﬁnancing of neglected emergencies (Barber et al

before between sectors and emergencies in terms of

2008). In Mozambique, it was found that ‘the CERF

funding coverage. The data revealed that coverage

helped to ensure a rapid response, and a larger

of stated requirements has gone up in all operational

programme of assistance than would otherwise

sectors, and that increases have been largest in

have been possible’ (Cosgrave et al 2007). In DRC

the chronically under-funded sectors (economic

and Sudan, pooled funds were seen as having

recovery, shelter) and smallest in the previously

empowered humanitarian coordinators, supported

best-funded sectors (food aid). In addition, funding

coordination, ﬁlled gaps sectorally, geographically

to chronic emergencies has increased, in terms of

and temporally, allowed smaller donors to fund

both absolute amounts and percentage of stated

activities in DRC and empowered the ﬁeld to improve

requirements covered (Stoddard 2008).

targeting of funds (Willits King et al 2007).
UN interviewees echoed these positive assessments,
highlighting their role in driving improved

Figure 5
Humanitarian ﬂows against requirements, 2001–2008

coordination by bringing agencies to the table
and better insulating funding from the political
interests of donor governments. NGO respondents,

US$

by contrast, expressed strong concerns about
the common funding modalities, both in terms

7bn

of questions of efﬁciency and effectiveness and
6bn

with regard to the ability of agencies to remain

5bn

mechanisms were considered to negatively impact

independent and impartial. Poorly functioning pooled
the timeliness and cost efﬁciency of responses
(ActionAid et al 2009; Mowjee 2009). On the

4bn

positive side, ﬁnancing reforms have stimulated
new conversations about improving approaches to

3bn

collaborative ﬁnancing within the NGO community.

2bn

Although the CERF is judged to have made a
measurable difference in the availability of funding

1bn

for forgotten crises, there continue to be inequities
in funding between disasters, and concern that
2001

2002

2003

2004

2005

2006

2007

2008

some populations just fail to hit the radar of the
international humanitarian system. The EC’s

Contributions

Humanitarian Aid Ofﬁce (ECHO) has a particular

Stated requirements

focus on forgotten crises, using its Forgotten Crisis

Source Figures from OCHA FTS.

Assessment (FCA) tool, which attempts to identify
serious humanitarian crises in which the populations
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affected do not receive sufﬁcient international aid, and

and survey ﬁndings, access to needy populations

highlights, for example, the conﬂicts in Myanmar and

is increasingly being thwarted by, for example,

Yemen as forgotten crises in 2009 (ECHO 2009). The

restrictive governments in some instances and

Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre (IDMC 2009)

rising insecurity and lawlessness in others. Access

highlights relative neglect and donor fatigue in relation

is difﬁcult to measure objectively. An initiative by

to protracted displacement crises in Colombia,

OCHA to monitor and track access constraints

Ethiopia, the Philippines and India. Iraqi refugees in

has recently been developed, and the ﬁrst ﬁndings

Syria were found to receive little assistance from the

from this process were highlighted in the 2009 UN

international community in 2007, with UNHCR trying

Secretary-General’s report to the Security Council

to provide more support but reaching only a fraction

on the Protection of Civilians (UN Secretary-General

of the 1.5 million refugees (Al-Khalidi et al 2007).

2009a). It found that timely and unimpeded access
by humanitarian organisations to civilians in need

As well as being neglected in funding terms, forgotten

has become an increasingly critical issue. The study

crises also tend to suffer from a lack of analytical

identiﬁed three types of constraints on access, which

attention. The evaluations reviewed for this synthesis

currently pose the greatest challenges owing to their

were mostly focused on the larger, higher-proﬁle

widespread and frequent occurrence and the severity

disasters, with very few evaluations of smaller and

of their implications for humanitarian personnel and

lower-proﬁle disasters.

operations and of their consequences for populations
in need. These are bureaucratic constraints imposed
by governments and other authorities, the intensity

3.1.2 | Access and operational coverage

of hostilities and attacks on humanitarian personnel
and assets. While not able to quantify the impacts

Even as the global humanitarian footprint is

of these constraints on access and operational

expanding across the world, humanitarian

coverage, the report provided detailed, anecdotal,

access is under strain. According to interview

country-speciﬁc evidence of the challenges posed to

Figure 6
Global rate of attacks on aid workers, 1997–2008
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26
Reportmpt3.indd 26

THE STATE OF THE HUMANITARIAN SYSTEM: ASSESSING PERFORMANCE AND PROGRESS A PILOT STUDY

1/11/2010 16:27:18

humanitarian operations over the previous year and
noted the implications for decreased effectiveness
of aid activities and increased delivery costs, as well
as those for civilians, including protracted suffering
and increased risk of displacement, disease and
malnourishment.

3.2 | Relevance/appropriateness
On measures of relevance and appropriateness, the
report examined the following questions:
• Are needs adequately assessed?

On the issue of violence against aid workers, Stoddard

• Are needs appropriately prioritised and addressed?

et al (2009) recognise that working in humanitarian
aid has always been a dangerous profession, but
note that it has become dramatically more so in some
settings in the past three years. The global incidence
rate of violence against aid workers, particularly

3.2.1 | Needs assessment
Needs assessment remains a key weakness
within the system, as successive ALNAP and other

kidnappings, has sharply increased (61%) since

independent evaluations and reviews have identiﬁed

2006. Afghanistan, Somalia and Sudan (Darfur)

(Cosgrave and Herson 2008; UN Secretary-General

have proved the most dangerous contexts for aid
operations, accounting for more than 60% of violent
incidents and aid worker victims in the past three
years. Additionally, attacks in these settings have
increasingly entailed political motives, reﬂecting a less
permissive environment for humanitarian work and
a broad-brush targeting of the Western-dominated aid
enterprise as a whole.

2009b; Vaux 2006). However, evidence from this
review points to progress in both quality and quantity
of assessments, and in the development of new tools
and methodologies to improve their usefulness.
A majority of survey respondents indicated that a
coordinated needs assessment had been undertaken
in their settings, that the quality of assessment

A plurality of survey respondents working in Africa
and the Middle East indicated that their ability to
reach populations in need had declined over the past
two to three years (for reasons mainly to do with
rising insecurity in certain contexts). In Asia and the
Americas, most respondents deemed the level of
humanitarian access to have stayed roughly the same.

was ‘adequate’ and that their organisations, for
the most part, had participated. The majority had
also seen a modest improvement in humanitarian
needs assessment practice over the past few years.
However, nearly a third of respondents indicated that
no joint needs assessment had taken place in their
setting, and 10% said that the needs assessment was
of poor quality (i.e. it did not result in an accurate
reﬂection or prioritisation of needs). The greatest
improvement in needs assessments was seen in Latin
America/Caribbean, and the least in the Middle East.

Figure 7
Survey ﬁnding – access/coverage

Likewise, most interviewees felt that assessment

Ability of aid actors to reach all populations in need in Africa

know-how (e.g. sampling techniques, etc) and quality

practice was generally improving, including basic
of available tools and guidance for agencies. They also

INCREASED

saw a growing interest in inter-agency assessments.
Donors interviewed for the study felt that there were

STAYED ROUGHLY THE SAME

some signs of improvement in assessment practice

DECREASED

in terms of reliability and consistency, but remained
20
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NUMBER OF RESPONDENTS

concerned about there being too many multiple
assessments and a lack of comparability at the global
level. Donor governments have recently written a

THE STATE OF THE HUMANITARIAN SYSTEM: ASSESSING PERFORMANCE AND PROGRESS A PILOT STUDY

Reportmpt3.indd 27

27

1/11/2010 16:27:19

PERFORMANCE ASSESSMENT

about 50 INGOs, ‘most of whom talked and never

Figure 8
Survey ﬁnding – needs assessment

delivered anything’. Beneﬁciary consultations revealed
frustrations with multiple needs assessments, and

Quality of needs assessment

widespread ‘survey fatigue’, with no subsequent
follow-up or feedback about ensuing programme

DECLINED

decisions (CDA 2006a; Dufﬁeld et al 2008).

MUCH IMPROVED

The DRC 2009 Humanitarian Action Plan has been

NO IMPROVEMENT

cited as an example of best practice in multilateral
SOMEWHAT IMPROVED
50

needs assessment and prioritisation of pooled
100
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NUMBER OF RESPONDENTS

funding allocations (Darcy and Foliot 2009). The
2009 Humanitarian Action Plan utilises thresholds
to trigger humanitarian responses. Assessment
information was compiled from all districts of
concern and ranked according to the severity of
needs across six priority sectors: IDPs, returnees,

joint letter to Sir John Holmes, UN Under-Secretary-

protection, sexual and gender-based violence,

General for Humanitarian Affairs and Emergency

malnutrition and health (OCHA 2009). There are also

Relief Coordinator, calling for greater investment

country-level investments in improving analytical

in needs assessments and more of a focus on

capacity. Boudreau (2009) highlights the Livelihoods

comparability between crises.

Integration Unit in Ethiopia in 2006, which aims to
build the capacity of the government’s early warning

The evaluation synthesis yielded similar ﬁndings.

system, using the household economy approach as an

ECHO’s annual survey on the CAP found that needs

analytical framework, and which has ‘advanced the

assessments had improved somewhat, especially at

science’ in the area of disaster risk assessment. There

the sector level, although some concerns remain on

has also been a focus on improving the assessment of

overall quality. In particular, inter-sector analysis and

markets in emergencies to enable more appropriate

the identiﬁcation of gaps are still regarded as weak.

responses and the development of an Emergency

OCHA’s (2009) mapping of humanitarian assessment

Market Mapping and Analysis (EMMA) tool (Albu and

initiatives found that agencies and clusters were

Murphy 2007).

seriously engaged in efforts to standardise and
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improve their own assessment practice and to build

Other new tools that have been positively received

partnerships for joint assessments and information

include the Multi-Cluster Rapid Assessment

consolidation. Interviewees raised concerns that

Mechanism (McRAM) in Pakistan and the Post-Nargis

there were perhaps too many initiatives taking

Joint Needs Assessment (PONJA) in Myanmar.

place in parallel, and that there was a need for

The Assessment and Classiﬁcation of Emergencies

greater coherence and common frameworks. It

(ACE) project aims to improve the basis on which

was also recognised that joint assessments should

relief actors identify needs and make decisions

not be conducted by international agencies alone,

on the prioritisation and allocation of resources,

and that there is a critical challenge to involve the

by supporting, harmonising and improving the

government and local actors. Evaluations note

comparability of inter-agency assessments and

continuing problems with multiple assessments,

analysis activities (OCHA 2008). The Integrated

creating assessment fatigue among disaster-affected

Phase Classiﬁcation (IPC) is a multi-agency technical

populations and local ofﬁcials. Walden et al (2006),

approach that aims at providing decision makers with

evaluating the Lebanon response, met with a mayor

timely, reliable and accessible information about the

in Sharma municipality who reported having met with

food security situation. It has been adopted and is in
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regular usage in six countries, and is being piloted

had been considered, and critical analysis of the

in others (IPC 2008). OCHA is also working on a tool

appropriateness of responses remains rare (Levine

for consolidating core humanitarian information in a

and Chastre 2004). The lack of adequate support to

consistent and accessible manner, currently referred

enable recovery of livelihoods was a persistent theme

to as the Humanitarian Dashboard, which is being

in several evaluations (Harvey 2009a; Tod et al 2008).

further developed and ﬁeld tested (UN 2009).

However, despite the tendency for humanitarian aid
to programme within a delineated set of traditional

Ensuring greater participation of disaster-affected

sectors and activities, there are some recent signs of

populations in assessments remains a challenge.

a wider range of interventions being considered and

People consulted as part of the Listening Project in

tried.13

several countries felt that they were not adequately
consulted about their needs and how these could

For instance, there is a growing awareness and

best be met (CDA 2006a; 2006b; 2006c). Rothkegel et

willingness with regard to giving people cash as an

al (2008) and interviewees note that the systematic

alternative or a complement to in-kind assistance

implementation of participatory assessments in

(Harvey 2007; WFP 2008b). There has also been

most UNHCR operations is a major step forward.

greater attention given to a broader range of

However, they also note that this is not translating

interventions to support livelihoods and promote

into greater engagement in participatory planning

market development (Maxwell et al 2008; SEEP 2007;

or implementation, meaning that ‘beneﬁciary

USAID 2007). The Small Enterprise Education and

participation often achieved rhetorical rather than

Promotion (SEEP) network has published a new set

real results’.

of minimum standards for economic recovery after
crisis, which focuses on strategies and interventions
designed to promote enterprises, employment and

3.2.2 | Prioritisation of needs and
appropriate allocation of resources

cash ﬂow and asset management among affected
enterprises and livelihoods (SEEP 2009). Interventions
to support pastoralist livelihoods and livestock

At a global level, ECHO has developed tools to ensure

production are another area where much recent

consistency in the allocation of resources. The Global

innovative programming and guidelines has been

Needs Assessment classiﬁes countries according to

developed (Alinovi et al 2007; Watson and Catley

their relative vulnerability and the existence of a crisis

2008). There is increasing interest in the possible use

situation, and the Forgotten Crisis Assessment (FCA)

of insurance as a form of response to food insecurity

attempts to identify severe, protracted humanitarian

and disasters. Micro-ﬁnance providers have been

crises where affected populations are receiving no or

examining the possibility of extending their product

insufﬁcient humanitarian aid. The aim is to provide

range to provide micro-insurance; at a more macro

objective measures to ensure that the principle of

level, some governments have taken out ‘catastrophe

independence is applied in allocations (ECHO 2008).

bonds’ against extreme weather events, and UN

OCHA’s Global Focus Model, developed in the Asia

agencies have been piloting weather-based insurance

regional ofﬁce to rank the needs and capacities of

indexes (Slater and Dana 2006; Twigg 2004; WFP

individual countries, represents a similar attempt

2005). There is growing interest in questions relating

to objectively assess relative needs and prioritise

to land in humanitarian crises and a recognition that

resources accordingly.

better addressing land issues is crucial (IDMC 2009).

At the level of individual emergencies, most

The potential of longer-term approaches to provide

evaluations reviewed concluded that responses

social protection and assistance as an alternative

were appropriate to the need. It was often unclear,

or complement to relief has gained currency,

however, how well alternative assistance options

particularly in places where chronic vulnerability has
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seen long-running relief programmes (Harvey et al

and Maxwell (2008) found widespread redistribution

2007; Harvey 2009a). The Ethiopia Productive Safety

and sharing of food aid, which limited exclusion but

Net Programme (PSNP) and the Hunger Safety Net

ensured that no-one received very much.

Programme in Kenya are the best known examples.
Shoham (2007) notes that there is widespread
agreement that the PSNP represents a signiﬁcant
improvement over previous relief programming and

3.3 | Effectiveness

a positive step towards ﬁnding long-term solutions to

Under the heading of effectiveness we examined at

Ethiopia’s food insecurity.

the following questions:

There have also been some important innovations

• Preparedness/timeliness: is the system responsive,

and shifts in approach in traditional sectors. For

prepared, fast and ﬂexible?

instance, in nutrition there has been a major shift
from centre-based approaches to therapeutic feeding
to widespread adoption of an approach now labelled
community-managed acute malnutrition (CMAM),
which uses ready-to-eat therapeutic foods to treat

• Coordination: are the system’s components
coherent and coordinated?
• Monitoring and evaluation: does the system
effectively identify and apply lessons learned in
the quality of monitoring?

acute malnutrition in the community whenever

• Human resources and management: do aid

possible. Navarro-Colorado (2007) argues that,

workers possess appropriate qualiﬁcations,

given current levels of low coverage and population-

attitudes and experience to plan and effectively

level impact, there is a need to explore alternative

implement appropriate programmes? Do ﬁeld

interventions to supplementary feeding, addressed

staff receive adequate support and supervision

to the wider population. Navarro-Colorado et al

from their organisations?

(2008) argue for greater consideration of approaches
such as blanket distribution of special foods during
pre-harvest periods or expanded general ration
programmes. The Emergency Nutrition Network

3.3.1 | Preparedness/timeliness

(ENN) is about to start a research project that will

Recent studies and interviewees for this review

compare outcomes from a traditional supplementary

suggested both that timeliness of humanitarian

feeding approach with expanded general rations.

actors in emergency response had improved
and that signiﬁcant agency investments in areas,
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Beneﬁciary consultations often highlighted concerns

such as standby capacity, had enabled more rapid

with how international assistance is targeted. A

responses, particularly to sudden onset disasters

persistent theme of the Listening Project case

(Cosgrave and Herson 2008; Houghton 2007).

studies was a sense of unfairness in the selection of

Beneﬁciary consultations also sometimes noted the

beneﬁciaries. In Aceh, people felt that it would it be

speedy response of non-governmental agencies.

better for smaller amounts of aid to be distributed

In Thailand, the Listening Project heard repeatedly

more evenly (CDA 2005). In Pakistan, the main reason

from beneﬁciaries that ‘the best thing is that NGOs

for dissatisfaction with assistance received was the

work fast’ (CDA 2007d). Most survey respondents

perception of inequity in the aid distribution process

also felt that overall timeliness had improved; this

(Fritz Institute 2006). Maxwell and Burns (2008)

was particularly the case in the Latin America/

note a disconnect between external and internal

Caribbean region. Assessments of the deployment of

(community) deﬁnitions of vulnerability and who

‘appropriately skilled staff’ as a particular component

deserves assistance – leading to widespread sharing

of timeliness were somewhat less positive, although

of targeted food aid. In Somalia, for example, Jaspars

they still indicated overall improvement.
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Advance, un-earmarked funding through

local level (CDA 2007b). Evaluations of the Pakistan

mechanisms such as the CERF and CHFs was

earthquake response note that improvements in surge

seen to play a role in improving the timeliness of

capacity have led to other problems, including loss of

response. Additionally, those agencies and NGOs

effectiveness in other programmes when people are

that have created or bolstered their own emergency

diverted from their regular posts, and issues with high

revolving funds as an operational reserve were

turnover resulting from the need to replace the ﬁrst

better able to jumpstart operations in advance of

surge wave of emergency staff members (Cosgrave

receiving donor funding. Two-thirds of respondents

and Herson 2008). It was also noted in interviews

in a survey of the WASH sector noted that agencies’

that sustaining attention and capacity to continue

own funds were the key funding source in the ﬁrst

responding to protracted crises and investing

weeks of response, suggesting that agencies need

adequately in recovery were neglected dimensions

to have their own emergency funds to be effective

of timeliness.

players in this initial phase (Cosgrave 2009). A
majority (62%) of survey respondents indicated that
their organisation possessed emergency reserve

3.3.2 | Growing emphasis on DRR

funding that had (or could have) been used to begin
operations in advance of donor emergency grants.

There is a growing focus on the need to increase

On this score, the highest level of preparedness was

investments in DRR and to better link development

seen among INGOs and the International Movement

and humanitarian work in this area. Thanks in part

of the Red Cross and Red Crescent, and the lowest

to heightened concern over the impacts of climate

among LNGOs, where the majority possessed no

change, DRR was seen in interviews as a growing

reserve funding.

area of policy and programmatic investment for
NGOs, and some positive knock-on effects have come

Better contingency planning and preparedness are

from this, including a greater focus on partnerships

repeatedly highlighted in evaluations as a critical

and community engagement, and an increased

part of more timely responses (Choularton 2007;

awareness on the part of development colleagues

Lakeman 2008). This has been supported by the

of the need for risk reduction work in development

IASC’s inter-agency contingency planning guidelines

programming.

and training modules (OCHA 2008). Agencies in the
Mozambique response, for example, highlighted the

There is, however, a general recognition that

value of a simulation exercise carried out in 2006 by

resources for DRR are still insufﬁcient. ECHO’s

the INGC before the ﬂoods (Cosgrave et al 2007).

Epidemic Decision in West Africa is a good example
of a regional programme to help countries to

Some evaluations, however, note some downsides

respond more rapidly and effectively to epidemics

to the focus on speed of response in relation

that occur regularly (Harnemeijer and Meeux 2007).

to timeliness. Although there is sometimes a

IFRC, as another lead agency in this area, has been

need for speed, the situation can turn into a

working with the African Centre for Meteorological

counterproductive rush to be seen to be doing

Applications in Development (ACMAD) since 2008 to

something (Walden et al 2006). A focus on speed

improve early warning mechanisms for ﬂooding in

means that opportunities for listening to people and

West Africa.

building respectful relationships with local actors
are lost (CDA 2008a). In Sri Lanka, people spoke

The Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement has

about the need for agencies to take more time, saying

developed guidelines for the facilitation and regulation

that a rush to spend funds quickly had led to hasty

of international disaster relief and initial recovery

decisions and inappropriate interventions at the

assistance. The International Disaster Response Law
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(IDRL) project argued that ‘governments can and

and existing state capacities. Some organisations

should become better prepared to address regulatory

were seen as still struggling to think beyond their

problems for the international assistance they receive’

mandate, as not yet having learnt to put the sector

(IFRC 2008b). The guidelines can help to improve the

over their own agency interests

efﬁciency of relief operations and clarify the roles
and responsibilities of different actors involved. They

Red Cross Movement interviewees were not

cover areas such as expedited visa processing and

convinced that the clusters have improved things,

customs clearance for relief personnel, goods and

and noted the danger of stove-piping needs and

equipment, exemptions from taxes, duties and fees

activities into sectors. They also noted that there

and simpliﬁed means for humanitarian organisations

is a real need to move towards humanitarian

to acquire temporary domestic legal personality in

– not just UN – country teams, but that progress

order to operate legally in countries.

was very slow. Donor respondents saw clusters
as working and having a positive impact but
recognised real challenges, such as in realising

3.3.3 | Coordination and partnerships

the ‘provider of last resort’ concept (cluster lead
agencies’ responsibility to ﬁll critical gaps when no

The introduction of the cluster system continues to

other provider is available) either not being utilised

dominate debates about the quality and effectiveness

or not being effective. Despite initial scepticism,

of coordination within the humanitarian system.

clusters are considered by NGOs generally to

Positive views about the value of the Cluster Approach

be delivering improvements in coordination,

to coordination outnumbered negative ones in

including avoiding duplication, generating a shared

interviews and in the evaluations reviewed. At the

understanding of the key issues and identifying

global level, clusters were seen as playing a useful

gaps. The standout weakness identiﬁed by NGO

role in bringing actors together more systematically to

interviewees is the provider of last resort concept.

develop stronger policies and standards for particular

Other weaknesses identiﬁed by NGOs included that

sectors. At the national level, where clusters worked

clusters are enormously time consuming, that getting

well they were seen as providing clearer leadership

crosscutting issues addressed is challenging and that

and stronger sectoral coordination.

there is a lack of engagement of local aid agencies.

In the interviews, UN respondents noted more and

Performance is clearly highly variable between

better space for dialogue between UN, NGOs and

sectors and in different emergencies, and very

donors at a global level in policy debates and in

dependent on the quality of leadership. Several

some country contexts, especially with the advent of

studies have stressed the critical importance of the

greater NGO participation in IASC working groups

Humanitarian Coordinator (HC) system.

and ﬁeld teams. The Cluster Approach is seen to
have made signiﬁcant improvements in planning and

‘The strengthening of the Humanitarian Coordinator

coordination where it has been implemented well and

system is perhaps the key to making all of the other

where there are experienced and skilled coordinators.

components of humanitarian reform work effectively.

The predictability and partnership aspects have been

Where the HC system worked well so did all of the

important. Clusters were also seen as facilitating

components of humanitarian reform; where it didn’t they

shared human and ﬁnancial resources, rationalising

were not as successful’

of tools and standards, better mapping of ‘who’s

(Barber et al 2008).

doing what where’, lesson learning, the sharing
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of new technologies and training. Interviewees

Scheumer-Cross and Taylor (2009) note a ‘persistent

stressed, however, that problems arise when clusters

failure to recruit competent and experienced

are applied as a blueprint, unmindful of context

humanitarian coordinators’. The majority of those
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interviewed felt that there was as yet little evidence

several NGO interviewees expressed appreciation

of stronger HCs, and leadership was seen to be the

for the role of the UN Emergency Relief Coordinator

most difﬁcult of the reforms. Too many HCs still had

in reaching out to their community, and felt that their

little knowledge of the humanitarian system or of the

views were listened to and that their access had

key aspects of international humanitarian and human

improved during his tenure.

rights law needed for them to coordinate and advocate
effectively with national governments. It was noted,

Another theme is donor coordination. Stoddard

however, that OCHA was making efforts to tackle

(2008) notes that ‘donors with signiﬁcant ﬁeld

this problem through more systematic candidate

presence tend to favour a “go it alone” approach’. It

inductions, training and skills development. Some

is at the ﬁeld level where the most work needs to be

NGO respondents questioned whether humanitarian

done in terms of donor coordination. However, in

coordinators could really play an independent

Southern Sudan a joint donor ofﬁce that had been

humanitarian role outside of the broader UN state-

established was widely seen as ineffective (Harvey

and peace-building agenda, and that the issue was

2009c). A study on donor coordination at ﬁeld level

less about the quality of the individual and more of a

recommends that donors should do more to make

structural issue to do with the ability of the HC to be

the most of their collective capacity through greater

genuinely independent.

pooling of expertise, knowledge and resources
(Spaak and Otto 2009).

Clusters and their pros and cons have dominated
debates in recent years but other dimensions of

3.3.4 | Monitoring and evaluation

coordination deserve attention. The innovative
Tripartite Core Group (TCG) mechanism in Myanmar,
which brought together the Association of Southeast

There were mixed views in relation to progress

Asian Nations (ASEAN), the Myanmar government and

within the system in the monitoring and evaluation

the UN, was seen as important and effective (Turner

of humanitarian action. Beck (2003) identiﬁes

et al 2008). NGO representatives interviewed also

monitoring as a key weakness within the system,

highlighted the growing importance of NGO consortia

and limited progress seems to have been made.

approaches and greater collaboration between agencies

Many of the evaluations reviewed note serious

through initiatives, such as the emergency capacity-

limitations in the monitoring being carried out, and

building project at a global level and country-level

this is one of the areas where there is clearly great

approaches such as the Protracted Relief Programme

need for improvement. Most survey respondents felt

in Zimbabwe (DFID 2007; Jones 2006).

overall, however, that quality of project monitoring
and evaluation had improved. In the interviews

One of the goals of the humanitarian reform

there were mixed views, even within the same

process is improved partnerships between UN

agency. Some NGO interviewees said there was little

and non-UN actors. The interviews conducted for

evidence of improvements and that monitoring was

this report reinforced repeatedly articulated NGO

a real area of weakness. At the same time, there are

concerns with the effectiveness and efﬁciency of

some areas of innovation.

UN agencies in managing and disbursing pooled
funds to NGO partners. Despite high hopes for the

Real-time evaluations (RTE) were viewed positively

Global Humanitarian Platform, which brings together

and seen as particularly useful in sudden onset

UN humanitarian organisations, the Red Cross and

emergencies ‘to catch things before they go too badly

Red Crescent Movement and NGOs to strengthen

wrong… striking while the iron’s hot and while

the principles of partnership, many participants felt

donor and the organization’s management focus

frustrated by the slow progress in this ‘fourth pillar’

remains engaged’ (Cosgrave et al 2009). There is now

of humanitarian reform. At the same time, interestingly,

a UN Interest Group on RTEs which, with agreement
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from IASC, has a mandate to make RTEs a standard

‘currently dominant incentive structures do not

undertaking. Some positive examples of initiatives in

generally reward more time spent with communities’,

particular sectors were noted, such as Valid’s newly

and indicators used to track performance focus on

developed continuous monitoring approach for

outputs rather than on quality of relationships or

nutrition projects (SQUEAK), with coverage as the key

processes (CDA 2008a).

determinant that is being monitored for success.
Beneﬁciary consultations also noted issues with
There were also many negative examples. Evaluations

monitoring. Beneﬁciaries surveyed by the Listening

of returns in Sudan and Angola note the weakness of

Project in Ethiopia attributed failures in the quality of

returnee monitoring (Crisp et al 2008; Dufﬁeld et al

goods and services to a lack of monitoring and follow-

2008). Cosgrave et al (2007) note that in Mozambique

up by aid agencies (CDA 2006a). In Sri Lanka, by far

‘monitoring was basic’, with reports dealing with

the most burning issue that people raised regarding

quantity of inputs and coverage rather than quality of

donor’s roles and responsibilities was the importance

assistance provided or its impact. In Kenya, Simkin et

of regular monitoring visits (CDA 2007b). A man in

al (2008) note for WFP that; ‘in many cases the impact

Galle argued that ‘foreign assistance concentrates on

indicators and monitoring tools were not successfully

reports. If they are well prepared the reality is not

informing and improving programmes’, and impact

considered’. In Kosovo, people felt that international

indicators failing to successfully inform programming

staff did not spend enough time in the ﬁeld and relied

was identiﬁed as a wider issue in a recent ALNAP

too much on local staff and local bodies, which could

review (Proudlock et al 2009). Maxwell and Burns

be corrupt or inﬂuenced by political considerations.

(2008) note ‘little monitoring of livelihoods and almost

The report notes that over and over again people

no post-distribution monitoring’ in Southern Sudan.

asked ‘why didn’t anyone come back? Why didn’t

In a review of supplementary feeding programmes,

they come and see how the money was being spent,

Navarro-Colorado (2007) ﬁnds programme reporting

the quality of the materials used and who was getting

and analysis of outcome statistics to be ‘grossly

them?’ (CDA 2007c).

inadequate’ in many programmes and recommends
minimum reporting standards.

A recurrent theme in the humanitarian literature
is a concern that international agencies do not

Several evaluations highlight the critical question of

invest enough in broader analysis of the contexts

how to better monitor pooled funding arrangements

in which they work, beyond somewhat mechanical

(Willits-King 2007). Barber et al (2008) argue for

monitoring of project-related outputs. There are,

‘the ERC [Emergency Relief Coordinator] to put in

however, some signs of investments in more in-depth

place robust quality assurance and peer review

research and analysis. World Vision, for instance, has

mechanisms to ensure continuous improvement,

developed tools for analysing complex emergencies

learning and accountability at every stage of

(making sense of turbulent contexts) and for better

CERF related processes’ (Barber et al 2008). The

understanding principled engagement with military

UN Secretary-General (2009b) notes that CAPs

forces (HISS-CAM). Thompson (2008) notes that,

have historically said little about what has been

when HISS-CAM was recently piloted in Georgia

accomplished in the previous period, so there is little

and Myanmar, staff found that the tool ‘facilitated an

accountability at a collective level, but that progress

analytical due diligence process’. Interviewees also

is being made in the 2009 mid-year CAP reviews in

noted stronger interactions and partnerships with

cluster-level reporting against targets.

academic institutions in undertaking research around
key humanitarian issues and contexts. The IRC’s
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HAP (2008) has identiﬁed that evaluation practice

work with university partners on impact evaluation,

consistently fails to take downwards accountability

partnerships with Tufts University in developing

seriously. Similarly, the Listening Project ﬁnds that,

livestock standards and in-depth livelihoods analysis
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in northern Uganda and Sudan are all recent

immediate impact on the ground during emergencies

examples (Stites and Akabwai 2009; Young et al 2009).

but also the data collected can serve as basis for
longer-term statistical analysis for project impact

There are also rapidly growing opportunities to use

evaluations. An example of this is the development

information technology in creative ways to improve

of weather tracking technology that allows NGOs to

the management and sharing of information in

predict with some level of certainty where weather-

emergencies. Innovations such as Frontline SMS

related disasters will occur and where services are

and Ushahidi have offered new ways to collect

most needed. However, utilisation of this technology

and disseminate information in crisis situations.

is largely being done by NGOs individually. Given that

These new tools are distinguished by the potential

in disaster and emergency relief scenarios there are

for those affected by emergencies to generate and

often several NGOs operating in the vicinity, there is

share information – as was demonstrated in the

much to be gained from inter-organisation sharing of

post-election violence in Kenya, when Ushahidi was

raw data, especially in terms of coordinating efforts.

used to map outbreaks of violence by those affected.
World Vision has piloted an Automatic Identiﬁcation
and Data Collection (AIDC) project, a ‘systematic
effort to leverage innovative technology and business

3.3.5 | Human resources and organisational
capacity

practices within World Vision’s last mile humanitarian
programming’ (Narhan 2008). This has led to a

The overall capacity of the humanitarian system

hardware and software system using mobile barcode

is consistently seen as in need of strengthening.

scanners to manage the identiﬁcation of recipients

The Humanitarian Response Review (Adinolﬁ et

and the allocation of food. The evaluation of the pilot,

al 2005) concludes that ‘the major gap identiﬁed is

conducted in the autumn of 2008, concludes that,

the low level of preparedness of the humanitarian

while attention to outstanding technological issues

organizations, in terms of human resources and

is needed before further scale-up, ‘implementation

sectoral capacities’. More recently, the Humanitarian

of handheld devices by World Vision in food

Response Index (HRI 2009) concludes that there is

programming will be of signiﬁcant value’ (Carr 2008;

a continuing need to strengthen the overall capacity

Ramalingam et al 2009a).

of the system and that international actors are
‘stretched to the limit’. HRI survey responses gave

It is clear that the humanitarian community

poor marks to donors in all crises in relation to their

can beneﬁt from advances in information and

support for contingency planning and strengthening

communication technology (ICT), but as of yet

response capacity. The critical importance of human

utilisation of ICT has been implemented in an ad hoc

resources as a central determining factor in effective

manner. NGOs across the spectrum have adopted

humanitarian action is increasingly being recognised.

various aspects of ICT into their daily operations. Web

According to Webster and Walker (2009), ‘a good

sites, portals, wikis, blogs and social networking sites

response comes down to the people’; the authors

have revolutionised the way information is shared

ﬁnd that ‘investing in people is one of the most

internally as well as broadening the scope of external

critical ways to improve response’ and that ‘building

information dissemination. The most dynamic ICT

relationships and trust across the entire organisation

development to date is in the area of geospatial

is essential.’

mapping. Typically called a Geographical Information
System (GIS), software applications such as Google

Partly in response to these perceived weaknesses,

Earth provide real time imagery and global positioning

there are a large number of initiatives within

systems (GPSs) allow ﬁeld staff to collect, transmit

individual organisations and across networks to

and analyse data with more accuracy and speed

build stronger capacities for response, such as the

than before. Not only does this technology have an

Emergency Capacity Building (ECB) project. Morris
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and Shaughnessy (2007) conclude that the ECB has

Reduction (UNISDR) ﬁnds that signiﬁcant progress

contributed signiﬁcantly to enhanced emergency

has been made in strengthening capacities,

response capacities in the participating agencies.

institutional systems and legislation to address

Capacities for humanitarian action are being

deﬁciencies in disaster preparedness and response.

strengthened within particular organisations, across

This was also reﬂected in the interviews, where many

organisational federations and within sectors.

respondents highlighted the growing assertiveness

Published systematic evaluations or analysis of the

of states and an increasing desire to assert greater

capacities of implementing agencies by donors are

control over relief responses.

thin on the ground. An exception in the synthesis
of evaluations is the Swedish International

Survey respondents felt that the overall quality of

Development Cooperation Agency (Sida), which

aid workers in the ﬁeld seemed to have improved

regularly carries out capacity studies of its

overall, but not in enthusiastic majorities. No

humanitarian partner organisations in order to ﬁnd

marked improvement was cited in headquarters

the most effective and efﬁcient channels for Swedish

support and guidance to ﬁeld staff. In interviews,

humanitarian funding.

NGO respondents felt that the systems was still
too expatriate driven, but at least that expatriates

Some donors have invested in attempts to

were better trained, more qualiﬁed and more skilled

strengthen the capacity of particular institutions.

than a decade ago. Some NGOs identiﬁed a greater

One evaluation concludes that the jury is still out

diversiﬁcation in terms of nationalities and gender

on the success of support to the WHO’s emergency

in senior roles. Leadership in the NGO sector was

capacity through the Health Action in Crises (HAC)

considered weak by some interviewees. As one noted,

project (Harnemeijer and Meeux 2007). The FAO

there is ‘not a forceful enough group of senior people

has invested signiﬁcantly in improving its work in

running emergency responses in the big NGOs. And

humanitarian action; this now represents something

it’s become too managerial – not enough capacity to

like half of the annual turnover and is 30 times what

speak out well on the big issues’.

it was a decade ago (Barber et al 2008).
In evaluations and in interviews, people noted
A survey focused on WASH capacities for

increased numbers of staff in key emergency

emergencies found a widespread perception that

positions, improvements in agencies’ surge capacity

the sector has seen improvements in stafﬁng,

and increased investments in staff capacity, such as

procurement, funding, preparedness, information
ﬂows and coordination over the past ﬁve years.
‘Those believing that things have improved in
the WASH sector in the last ﬁve years strongly
outnumber those who think things have got worse’
(Cosgrave 2009).

Figure 9
Survey ﬁnding – aid worker skills and proﬁle

There are also perceptions of growing capacities

Overall quality of aid personnel

on the part of national governments affected by
disasters to meet the needs of their own citizens.
This, of course, is highly context speciﬁc, and not
all governments are increasing their capacity, but
greater government engagement around disaster
management issues (Harvey 2009b). In a 2009
report, the UN International Strategy for Disaster

Reportmpt3.indd 36

STAYED ROUGHLY THE SAME
IMPROVED

there does seem to be a general trend towards

36

DECLINED

50

100

150

200

250

NUMBER OF RESPONDENTS

THE STATE OF THE HUMANITARIAN SYSTEM: ASSESSING PERFORMANCE AND PROGRESS A PILOT STUDY

1/11/2010 16:27:19

the creation of posts for organisational learning and
staff wellness managers (Cosgrave and Herson 2008;
Morris and Shaughnessy 2008). The effectiveness of
strategic secondments is noted in some evaluations.

The report set out to ask the following questions in
relation to connectedness:

A common evaluation ﬁnding, however, is the
need for greater investments in human resource

• How effectively do international agencies relate to

management systems. For example, high staff
turnover, difﬁculty recruiting experienced staff and
difﬁculties getting staff with the right language skills
are noted in a series of evaluations (Bourgeois et al
2007; Crisp et al 2008; Dufﬁeld et al 2008). Several
interviewees and evaluation ﬁndings comment on
how difﬁcult it is to get experienced staff to work in
the most difﬁcult environments. ‘Unpopular’ postings
such as Chad and Darfur are often staffed by less
experienced aid workers and have high levels of

national actors and promote the participation of
affected populations?
• Is the international community actively engaged in
building capacity for local humanitarian response?
Evaluations increasingly highlight the critical roles
played by local actors. The response to Cyclone
Nargis, for example, was very much a nationally
led response, in part because of restrictions on
access for international aid agencies. Turner et al

turnover.

(2008) note impressive results from individuals,

Several evaluations highlight the efforts being made to
invest in the skills and capacities of national staff, who
are also increasingly occupying senior management
positions in aid agencies (Damerell 2008; EPN 2004;
People In Aid 2007; Swords 2006). In interviews,

private businesses, student groups and local
agencies, which played a prominent role in the
response. The Myanmar business community
also played an important role – distributing relief,
mobilising employees, providing logistics support
and constructing shelters. The response to conﬂict-

however, there was a perception that this is still
an area where greater efforts are needed. Several
evaluations note tensions between national and
international staff. Sperl et al (2006), for example, note
that too many international staff were deployed in the
UNHCR response in Lebanon and that national staff
felt sidelined and disenfranchised after the arrival
of emergency response team members. Debates
about the potential for a professional association and
accreditation process for humanitarian workers are
ongoing and being taken forward in a study led by
Save the Children (ELHRA 2009).

related displacement in Pakistan in 2009 has been
led by Pashtun communities, with the majority of
those displaced staying with host families (HPG
2009). In the Occupied Palestinian Territories, OCHA
reports that the four largest Zakat committees
provided food assistance to 145,450 households
during the second intifada, making them the
largest food donor after UNRWA (Scheumer-Cross
and Taylor 2009). In the Yogyakarta earthquake
response in Indonesia, strong traditions of solidarity
strengthened local responses. The efforts of local
people were supported by truckloads of volunteers

There was little attention in evaluations or the wider
literature to the question of whether ﬁeld staff
receive adequate support and supervision from their
organisations, and this appears to be an issue where
greater attention is needed. In interviews there was
some concern about the possibility that ﬁeld staff
were being overburdened with an ever-growing list of
expectations in relation to new standards, guidelines,
crosscutting issues and organisational priorities.

3.4 | Connectedness and local capacity
building

from surrounding cities and universities (Wilson and
Reilly 2007).
There appears to be a growing assertiveness on the
part of governments and a renewed determination
to insist on states’ sovereign authority to determine
if and how disasters are responded to within their
national borders. Where governments are capable
and concerned for the well-being of their citizens,
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this has produced some very successful responses,

Based on survey responses for this review, solid

with the government of Mozambique’s response

majorities in all regions found that capacity-building

to ﬂoods in 2007, India’s tsunami response and

efforts have increased in the past two to three years.

Pakistan’s and Indonesia’s earthquake responses

In all regions except the Middle East, respondents

seen as particularly effective (Cosgrave et al 2007;

said that coordination meetings were typically held

Wilson and Reilly 2007). One of the greatest disasters

in or provided translation to the national language.

of 2008, the Sichuan earthquake in China, was very

Respondents cited an increase in the direct funding

much a government-led response, with international

of local organisations by international donors. When

actors playing a marginal role. In other contexts

assessing how well the international aid community

it has been more problematic, with the expulsion

had interacted with host government authorities,

of aid agencies from Sudan, the initial reluctance

the majority of respondents gave a rating of ‘Fair:

to allow international agencies access to respond

International organisations reached out actively to

to Cyclone Nargis in Myanmar and the restrictive

national authorities, but weak capacity prevented

operating environment in Sri Lanka. For good and

their full participation’. On average, 21% actually

ill, however, the role of the state in responding to

pronounced this interaction ‘Good: The national

disasters has been more centre stage and is likely to

authorities were leading or heavily engaged in

remain so (Harvey 2009b). Young et al (2007) note

the response’. An almost equal number cited it

that ‘ultimately it must be for the sovereign state to

as ‘Poor: There was weak participation and only

have the ﬁnal word about the level of international

minimal consultation of the national authorities

assistance that it needs and wants’. Powerful

by the international organisations’. UN interview

advocacy by the UN and other actors is inﬂuential

respondents felt that national capacity building

and appropriate, but there is a need to be very

was becoming an increasingly important issue. In

circumspect about ‘seeming to insist’.

the UN Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC)
humanitarian segment for 2010, two topics have been

A lack of investment in local and national capacities

requested: capacity building and partnership with

for response was one of the key ﬁndings of the TEC

host governments.

and of previous ALNAP reviews (Christoplos 2005;
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Telford et al 2006). Responses to the HRI survey

Many agencies have always had a major focus on

(2009) suggest that supporting local capacities is still

working with and through local partner agencies,

a problematic area, for donors and implementing

and capacity building is becoming a more signiﬁcant

agencies alike. Beneﬁciary consultations also highlight

policy priority for some key agencies. For example,

the undermining of local capacities (CDA 2007b).

following a policy review of its approach to capacity

Recent evaluations and the interviews conducted

development, UNICEF’s emergency division has

for this study, however, do point to some signs of

made strengthening national capacity the overriding

improvement in how international humanitarian

objective of its corporate strategy (Bellour and

actors relate to national and local capacities, with

Mahoney 2009; UNICEF 2009). One of the most

national actors playing a leading role in some

important parts of the mission of the IFRC, reﬂected

contexts. It is important to balance criticism that

in its four central goals, is to increase civil society

humanitarian aid undermines capacities with

and national Red Cross and Red Crescent capacity

recognition of genuine attempts to build and work

to address urgent situations of vulnerability, and a

with existing government capacities. The comparative

recent strategy review found signiﬁcantly increased

wealth and strength of the international humanitarian

delivery capacity of national societies at local levels

system can make it an easy target for rather knee-jerk

(IFRC 2009). Efforts are also being made to empower

criticism that fails to acknowledge both real efforts to

the Southern members of big NGO federations such

build capacities and real constraints to working with

as World Vision and Save the Children. ActionAid has

local institutions in some contexts.

moved its headquarters to the developing world.
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Evaluations do continue to highlight weaknesses in
how international actors support local partners. A

3.4.1 | Accountability and participation

recurring theme in several evaluations is that local

The report set out to analyse the adequacy of

partner organisations still felt treated like contractors

participation of affected populations and downwards

rather than true partners (Walden 2008). Oxfam

accountability measures. The ﬁndings are included

in response to Cyclone Sidr, for example, worked

here under an effectiveness heading, but it is

appropriately through local NGO partners but did

recognised that this is a crosscutting issue that also

not provide enough capacity support for NGOs with

applies across the other criteria.

little experience in emergencies, risked overwhelming
them with complex reporting requirements, and did

There is clear momentum around the need for greater

not communicate key programming decisions well

downward accountability and participation of disaster-

enough (Walden et al 2008). In DRC, UNHCR’s six-

affected populations (Brookings 2008; HAP 2008). The

month budget and planning cycle limited the potential

HAP annual survey of perceptions of humanitarian

for partnership with national NGOs that do not

accountability found growing conﬁdence in improved

have access to pre-ﬁnancing (Bourgeois et al 2007).

practices towards disaster survivors alongside a

In interviews, concerns were raised that capacity

perception that there was still room for improvement.

building has either been forgotten or not pursued

Three-quarters of the 658 respondents perceived

strongly enough. The Darfur experience is important

an improvement in accountability to beneﬁciaries

case, as one UN interviewee highlighted:

(HAP 2009). However, in many disaster contexts, too
few people know what they are entitled to receive,

‘When 13 NGOs were expelled in Darfur, nobody really

or how to complain if they do not get it, and are

faced the tough questions, which were why after three,

unable actively and meaningfully to participate in the

four, ﬁve years was there no local capacity? What were

planning and delivery of assistance. Oxfam’s tsunami

the NGOs doing all those years? How is it possible that

research programme concludes that ‘too often, the

people were so vulnerable without their services after

knowledge, capacity and priorities of communities

being there for so long? Why wasn’t capacity built?’

were overlooked, and their members were cast as
consultants or passive recipients of aid rather than as

Another challenge is that donor governments do

equal partners in the process’ (Oxfam 2009b).

not appear to be making any signiﬁcant movement
towards supporting local partners directly. This is part

The most critical perspective on performance is clearly

of an overall exercise to reduce administrative costs

that of disaster-affected populations. As Cosgrave and

and increase accountability to their publics, with the

Herson (2008) argue, ‘the affected populations view

net result that rules are even less ﬂexible than before.

should have primacy’, and community perspectives

That said, Willits-King (2007) notes that in DRC the

about the quality of response are often very different

pooled fund has played a valuable role in providing

from agency views. There is starting to be a richer

signiﬁcant funding to local NGOs – $3.3 million to

literature on beneﬁciary perspectives than there was

13 organisations. In Somalia, LNGOs previously

in the past, itself an encouraging sign. Initiatives

excluded from funding relationships between donors

such as the Listening Project, and beneﬁciary

and agencies have been included in the Somalia

surveys carried out by Fritz Institute suggest that

Humanitarian Response Fund. In Sudan, by contrast,

there is some improvement in efforts to gather

$418,000 to two LNGOs made up a tiny proportion of

beneﬁciary views on performance. People’s desire

the funding and local NGOs were excluded by heavy

for greater meaningful participation in planning and

administrative and coordination requirements and the

implementation is a common theme in consultations

weight of the work plan process.

with beneﬁciaries (CDA 2008d; HAP 2009).
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There is a tendency for beneﬁciary consultations to

through it, who saw the process as prompting change

be structured around particular themes, or geared

within country programmes and encouraging a more

toward ﬁnding the negative (for example, through

systematic look at what practical measures can be

complaints mechanisms or research into corruption

taken to improve participation.14 The deployment

or sexual abuse.) This can lead reports to overlook

of HAP staff to new emergencies has also received

the positive. Beneﬁciary views are not always

widespread positive feedback from members. Other

negative. In Ethiopia, the Listening Project found

accountability initiatives include the development

that people commented on the signiﬁcance of food

by the ECB project of a ‘good enough’ guide to

aid in saving lives during droughts and famines,

participatory impact measurement and accountability,

and in Angola one of the most common sentiments

which has been disseminated and used widely

was profound gratitude for whatever aid managed

(ECB 2007). The Feinstein International Center

to get to people (CDA 2006a; 2006c). A Fritz Institute

has been working with aid agencies to develop a

beneﬁciary survey 10 months after the earthquake

participatory impact assessment methodology, and

in Pakistan found that people were happy with the

argues that better analysis of impact will lead to better

assistance received but that there were outstanding

programming and internal organisational learning

needs for basic assistance (Fritz Institute 2006).

beneﬁts, and serve as a powerful advocacy tool to
inﬂuence the formation of policy and best practice

Respondents to the survey carried out for this

guidelines (Burns et al 2008; Catley et al 2007; Watson

report felt that beneﬁciaries had less than adequate

2008). For example, evidence from Ethiopia was

participation in programming (i.e. planning, design

used to develop government-endorsed best practice

and evaluation of projects). Interestingly, however,

guidelines for interventions in the livestock sector

beneﬁciary populations’ access to information

(Behnke et al 2008).

about aid operations and their ability to complain
and seek redress were seen to have increased

There has been substantial innovation and effort

overall, in all regions except the Middle East. NGO

around creating effective complaints mechanisms.

respondents interviewed largely identiﬁed progress

However, evaluations continue to note limited

and improvement in agency practice in relation to

effectiveness of the complaints mechanisms

accountability over the past three to ﬁve years. They

established (such as boxes that go untouched) as

did, however, note that improvements in practice

well as of the capacity to properly follow up on and

remained patchy and that the challenge is to be more

redress complaints (Walden et al 2008). Complaints

consistent across the board. Agencies are investing

mechanisms in IDP camps in Uganda, for example,

more in complaints and feedback mechanisms, with

were found to be inadequate and inappropriate, where

varying levels of success. Greater investments in

they existed at all (Bailey 2008). Beneﬁciaries often

DRR were highlighted as supportive of participation

ﬁnd it difﬁcult to complain or communicate concerns

and accountability. Engaging with communities on

to agencies and are reluctant to do so; in many cases

DRR can really make a difference to the subsequent

there are fears that this will negatively impact on

quality of participation in response. On the supply

assistance or just will not be acted upon. Lattu (2008)

side, the fact that donors are coming on board

in beneﬁciary consultations with refugees in Namibia,

with the idea that performance should be judged

Kenya, and Thailand found that beneﬁciaries felt that

in part on beneﬁciary views is also helping to drive

they had few channels through which to complain,

improvement.

feared that they would lose aid if they did complain
and were concerned about a lack of conﬁdentiality

40
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HAP has developed the HAP standard and started a

and security in the avenues that were available. The

process of certiﬁcation for member organisations.

study found that beneﬁciaries of humanitarian aid

The certiﬁcation process was identiﬁed as useful by

knew that sexual abuse and exploitation was going

several interviewees from agencies currently going

on around them but that the vast majority of the 295
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people consulted would not complain. HAP (2008)

earthquake in Pakistan, people surveyed felt that

found that people welcomed agencies’ efforts to

there had been minimal consultation with those

address complaints but highlighted the need for more

affected, with the vast majority of those surveyed

appropriate channels for raising complaints and the

(97% and 98%) reporting that they had no input

importance of changes in the attitudes of agency staff

into decision-making processes related to the

in handling complaints.

restoration of livelihoods, shelter and food aid (Fritz
Institute 2006). A lack of understanding about how

There are some examples of what appear to be more

aid system works is often found among disaster-

successful complaints mechanisms. Post-tsunami,

affected populations. Bailey (2008), analysing

the Sri Lankan Human Rights Commission set up

corruption risks in Uganda, ﬁnds that ‘the most

a Disaster Relief Monitoring Unit (DRMU), which

striking observation on perceptions of corruption

received over 17,000 complaints and successfully

in humanitarian assistance among IDPs is how little

resolved between 55% and 60% of them. Respect

concrete information they have to determine if and

for the DMRU’s work was almost universal, with

where corruption is occurring. They are essentially

INGOs offering support. For example, Oxfam

passive recipients of assistance with no inﬂuence

funded local Human Rights Commission Ofﬁces

in targeting and registration processes and very

and additional staff (Wall 2006, in Brookings 2008).

limited access to aid agencies’. HAP (2008) notes

CARE in Peru after the 2007 earthquake introduced

discussions on the need for more transparent

a free phone line with a Quechua-speaking operator,

approaches: ‘an information ofﬁce has been set

which received over 200 calls and supported citizen

up for organisations; why isn’t one set up for

surveillance committees as part of a transparency

beneﬁciaries’ (Ziarat, Pakistan, November 2008).

process. Some complaints were made about the
behaviour of staff towards beneﬁciaries, and it was

Debates on transparency in the humanitarian sector

felt that the complaints mechanism had helped make

have tended to focus on how aid agencies can better

staff more careful and respectful in their interactions

communicate information about their own projects.

with beneﬁciaries (Calderon 2008).

Wall (2008) argues that there is a need to look more
broadly at effective information and communication

Borton (2008) highlights that evaluations still too

exchange with disaster-affected populations: ‘the

rarely make systematic attempts to gather beneﬁciary

information needs of people affected by disasters

views. There are, however, some examples of good

remain largely unmet because the people, systems

practice. Cosgrave et al (2007) is a good example of a

and resources that are required to meet them simply

serious attempt in an evaluation to gather beneﬁciary

don’t exist in a meaningful way’. He ﬁnds that there

views. The team met with over 400 beneﬁciaries at

is very little dedicated public communications

16 different sites and discussed what had happened

capacity within major humanitarian organisations.

during the emergency, what assessments had been

There are rare examples of good practice. In

made, what assistance they had received and their

Galle, Sri Lanka, OCHA worked with agencies and

views of the future. Featherstone et al (2009) used an

local ofﬁcials to address confusion about people’s

accountability framework to evaluate the response of

housing rights and entitlements. A campaign

Save the Children to Cyclone Nargis and found mixed

including radio spots, posters, a leaﬂet and a

results, with great effort put into the development of

week-long open house day at the relevant local

village committees to provide information and deliver

government ofﬁces was organised (Wall 2008).

programmes but limited participation of beneﬁciaries

Following the Pakistan earthquake, an emergency

in monitoring and complaints mechanisms.

information project secured emergency licenses to
broadcast, set about rebuilding radio production

Beneﬁciary consultations often highlighted lack of

facilities, provided small equipment grants and

transparency of international agencies. Following the

training to journalists in humanitarian reporting and
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produced a daily one-hour humanitarian programme

efﬁciency issues. There was a need to have more

(Rehmat 2006).

transparency between agencies and greater interagency comparisons on cost-effective solutions.
Donors are also increasingly demanding consortia

3.5 | Efﬁciency

approaches, which may generate efﬁciencies.

The broad question examined under the heading of

The CERF evaluation notes widespread concern with

efﬁciency was whether the efﬁciency of humanitarian

issues relating to overhead changes or programme

actors has improved, stayed the same or declined

support costs and how these are determined and

in recent years. We also examined perceptions of

allocated (Willits-King 2007; Barber et al 2008).

whether efﬁciencies had been gained or lost by recent

A value for money review of Irish funding to the

reform efforts.

tsunami response similarly notes that ‘a key issue
for efﬁciency is the many layers through which

In responses to the survey, although all but a tiny

funding passes’ and argues that there is a need for

minority of respondents conﬁrmed the presence of

greater transparency about the ﬁnancial implications

transaction costs regarding coordination, the plurality

of passing funding through many layers (INTRAC

of respondents answered that the coordination

2007). It notes that the multi-donor reconstruction

burden was ‘not too high – beneﬁts of coordination

fund in Indonesia coordinated by the Bureau for

are worth the cost’. However, there was still a sizable

Rehabilitation and Reconstruction and the World Bank

minority – roughly a third of respondents – that felt

had low administration costs (below 2%) compared

strongly that transaction costs were ‘far too high

with trust funds managed by UN agencies. Concerns

– coordination detracts from programming’. Survey

over the ‘number of links in the chain’ were also

respondents from the Americas seemed to have the

raised in interviews. In several of the Listening

most positive attitude toward the cost of coordination,

Project case studies, people consulted expressed

whereas support was weakest in Africa. In interviews

concerns about the inefﬁciencies of international aid

with NGO representatives, it was felt that a focus on

and the amounts that are spent on overheads and

regional and local procurement wherever possible,

international staff salaries (CDA 2008a; Development

and on working with partners, is helping with

Initiatives 2009a).

Figure 10
Survey ﬁnding – impact of coordination
Transaction costs of humanitarian coordination (time spent in meetings, etc) on aid actors
1

1 No signiﬁcant transaction costs

2

2 Far too high – coordination detracts from programming

3

3 Too high – not worth the burden on the organisation

4

4 Not too high – the beneﬁts of coordination are worth the cost
50

100

150

200

250

NUMBER OF RESPONDENTS
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In several of the Listening Project case studies,

provide ﬂexible assistance to NGOs (RRM (Rapid

people consulted expressed concerns about the

Response Mechanism) and PEAR (Programme of

inefﬁciencies of international aid and the amounts

Expanded Assistance for Returns)). These have

spent on overheads and international staff salaries

enabled the UN to compare more systematically the

(CDA 2008a). For example, CDA (2007a) quotes

cost effectiveness of different agencies responding

women’s group leaders in Eastern province, Kenya:

in similar ways.

‘can aid come to beneﬁciaries without going through
many middlemen and reach the people whole

Corruption risks are one element of efﬁciency

– the way it was given by the donor?’ CDA (2007b)

that has traditionally been neglected but to which

quotes a municipal ofﬁcial in Batticaloa, Sri Lanka:

some attention has been given in recent literature

‘international aid is like a large ice cube. As it gets

(Maxwell et al 2008). The risks of corruption are

passed through many hands, it becomes smaller’.

rarely explicitly analysed, monitored or evaluated
in the public domain. An exception is an evaluation

There is little evidence from the evaluation review

of support to IDPs returning in Liberia, which notes

and the wider literature of much attention being given

that the project faced serious levels of corruption,

to the question of efﬁciency and cost effectiveness,

both among its own staff and in dealing with others

although this is clearly an area where more focus is

(Kirkby and Rose 2007). Corruption risks were

needed. For example, Harnemeijer and Meeux (2007)

also highlighted in beneﬁciary consultations (CDA

note huge differences in costs per beneﬁciary for

2005; 2006a; 2006c). In Kenya, people felt that

health interventions, but that these ‘do not appear

donors and NGOs had played a role in perpetuating

to trigger DG ECHO staff members to identify the

endemic corruption through a lack of monitoring

reasons for and/or addressing such disparities in

and presence on the ground (CDA 2007a). In

efﬁciency’. Some evaluations attempted to analyse

Kosovo, corruption was frequently discussed;

efﬁciency, for instance by comparing delivery costs

people felt that corruption had been allowed and

between organisations, but found it impossible owing

not dealt with effectively, reducing the impact of

to different ways of budgeting (Tod et al 2008).

international assistance (CDA 2007c). In Savage et
al (2007) in Liberia, people painted a bleak picture of

There were some exceptions to the neglect of cost

widespread corruption in IDP and refugee camps,

effectiveness. An Action Contre La Faim (Action

including sexual exploitation and extortion during

Against Hunger (ACF)) evaluation of a WASH project

registration and distribution processes.

in Somalia calculated the cost per direct beneﬁciary
as €20, benchmarking it against similar facilities

A ‘value for money review’ of Irish Aid’s tsunami

constructed in Somalia funded by the European Union

funding concludes that ‘Irish Aid could have been

(EU) and by the Adventist Development and Relief

more effective in its response to the tsunami with

Agency (ADRA), which worked in the area until 2005

a greater allocation of funds for monitoring and

(DeGabriele 2008). Catley (2007) ﬁnds a beneﬁt cost

technical support’ (INTRAC 2007). This view was

ratio of 41:1 for a commercial destocking intervention

echoed in several of the interviews for this study:

in Ethiopia. An evaluation of a Norwegian Refugee

people noted that the constant drive to minimise

Council (NRC) project to provide legal information and

administrative costs was leading to chronic

advice to IDPs in Azerbaijan, which assisted people to

underinvestment in key capacities that could serve

replace key identity documents and to access beneﬁts,

to improve performance. Efﬁciency therefore

notes that it was highly cost effective. For instance, the

seems to be neglected in terms of analysis and

$300 it costs on average to recover an old age pension

has arguably too great a focus on driving down

of $50 a month provide beneﬁts for the IDP for many

administrative costs.

years. In DRC, UNICEF and OCHA manage funds that
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3.6 | Coherence

However, the majority of those interviewed for this
study, including aid providers, felt that the humanitarian

Under the heading of coherence the report set out to
examine the following questions:

law being respected in humanitarian programming?
• Is there consistency in objectives and actions for
protection and for advancing the crosscutting

for respect for principles and IHL on the part of
governments. According to one respondent, ‘we’re a
lot further back from where we thought we were on
people who agree with us’.

3.6.1 | Are key humanitarian principles,
IHL and refugee law being respected?

Interviewees recognised that, while some organisations
do robustly defend and advocate for principles, this is
not often enough an approach of the entire international

This is a complex and difﬁcult topic to address in
relation to performance of the humanitarian system.
Interviewees, survey respondents and recent ﬁndings
from reviews and inquiries on this topic suggest
that there is increasing concern about the lack of
respect for core humanitarian principles in many
recent conﬂicts. Humanitarian aid agencies identify
a lack of respect for principles on the part both of
warring parties but also of donor governments and
their militaries as a result of comprehensive and
‘whole of government’ approaches on the part of
Western governments. The 2009 UN SecretaryGeneral’s report to the UN argues that ‘humanitarian
actors’ capacity to operate in a principled manner
is becoming more difﬁcult’, and highlights the
worrying increase in the amount of attacks against
humanitarian workers and the risk of a dangerous
blurring of distinction between humanitarian and
military or political actors (UN Secretary-General
2009a).

community. Many NGO interview respondents
recognised that there was a tendency to exaggerate
ability to adhere to principles and that the operational
focus of some agencies was leading them to neglect
humanitarian principles. Oxfam, for example, argues
that, although aid agencies have consistently criticised
governments for seeing humanitarian agencies as part
of overall military and political strategies, the latter
could themselves do more to try to ensure that they
are perceived as impartial in conﬂict (Scheumer-Cross
and Taylor 2009). For example, concern has been
expressed over the use of military transport assets
in situations where it is unnecessary, despite clear
guidelines stating that agencies should call on the
military only in exceptional circumstances of insecurity
or inaccessibility.
Independence is seen as increasingly difﬁcult to
maintain in the face of more assertive governments. The
trend on the part of affected states towards more and
more restrictive NGO laws, and an increasing tendency

The survey speciﬁcally asked ﬁeld actors to state their
opinion on progress in respect for and adherence
to IHL and humanitarian principles among different
stakeholders. According to respondents, aid providers
have made the most progress in respect for and

towards expulsions and tighter control of international
agency activities, was particularly noted.
On the donor government side, donors still tend to
have independent dialogues with affected states and
could be more effective if they spoke with a collective

adherence to humanitarian principles, whereas
respect for principles on the part of host governments
has actually declined on this measure. Donor
governments come in the middle, with respondents
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approaches themselves, or to advocate effectively

humanitarian principles. We need to stop talking only to

issues of illness, age, gender and disability?
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to core humanitarian principles. It was noted that
agencies were not doing enough to maintain principled

• Are key humanitarian principles, IHL and refugee

citing a slight decline on average.

system was doing a poor job of responding to threats

voice. Donors have also been criticised for ignoring
their responsibilities under the Good Humanitarian
Donorship initiative in some contexts. In Afghanistan,
for example, the shift to stabilisation measures and
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state-building goals has led to neglect of a growing

operations with government forces represents a UN

humanitarian crisis (Harmer and Basu Ray 2009).

badged force openly waging war on insurgents, and

Cornish and Glad (2008) ﬁnd that a concentration

it is feared that this will further undermine efforts

of aid funding on provinces in Afghanistan that

to establish the UN as a neutral and impartial actor

are politically and militarily important for the

(Darcy and Foliot 2009). In Haiti, the presence and

North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) donor

role of OCHA have been lost in the complexities

countries involved has become the norm, and

of the UN stabilisation force and remaining UN

the use of aid for force protection purposes is

agencies, meaning that overall coordination of the

widespread. Independent humanitarian funding,

humanitarian response has been poor (Sole 2008).

Cornish and Glad argue, does not seem to ﬁt into
the comprehensive approach and results in limited

For most interviewees, however, the role of

funding for needs-based humanitarian action.

UN peacekeeping forces was signiﬁcantly less

Donini (2009) argues that there is a ‘strong case for

threatening than the growing involvement of

supporting more principled and narrowly deﬁned

Western militaries in providing aid in conﬂicts in

forms of humanitarian action in Afghanistan’ and

which they are involved. While it is well recognised

for separating humanitarian aid from ‘politically

that military forces of governments have long

driven stabilization operations’. Hansen (2008)

been involved in the response to natural disasters

notes ‘strong indications that life-saving assistance

– and are often highly effective in their role15 – the

and protection efforts in Iraq have been tainted

role played in the context of conﬂict situations is

by association or mis-association with a range

considered to be much more contentious. Many

of often ﬂawed activities motivated by military

have highlighted the increasing engagement of the

or political objectives’. In other contexts, such as

US military in assistance that it labels humanitarian

in Pakistan, political and military considerations

in Iraq and Afghanistan. The Commander’s

have tended to override humanitarian concerns.

Emergency Response Programme (CERP) is a pool

International humanitarian actors have been

of discretionary cash available to ﬁeld commanders

reluctant to challenge government policies and

for quick response civic action or ‘hearts and minds’

the UN, retaining a development focus, had little

activities, including ‘humanitarian assistance’. More

capacity or willingness to assert inﬂuence over the

broadly, the proportion of assistance funding that

humanitarian response in its early stages. More

the Department of Defense controls has grown

recently, the designation of a standalone UN HC

dramatically to as much as 20% all of US ODA.16

and steps to strengthen OCHA have helped improve
matters (HPG 2009).

‘Hearts and minds’ tactics – the exchange of material
rewards for information, cooperation and political

This issue of integrated missions continues to be

support – have a long history in military practice

a concern for some agencies, although there is a

and are deemed to have force protection beneﬁts.

more nuanced perspective on their role and impact

However, they remain deeply contentious from the

as compared with in previous years (Wheeler and

perspective of the independence and impartiality of

Harmer 2006). In some contexts, integration is seen

humanitarian action. In Afghanistan, the military’s

to present real opportunities, for example in Burundi

delivery of assistance in similarly painted vehicles,

and Liberia, where positive gains from working

dressed in civilian clothing, and the conditionality

alongside and coordinating with political, military

placed on military aid in return for intelligence have

and development actors have been identiﬁed. In

been particularly controversial. And the unfortunate

other contexts, however, the political and security

and stinging characterisation of NGOs as ‘force

goals of the UN are seen to be in direct conﬂict with

multipliers’ by the US military in Afghanistan still

humanitarian goals. In DRC, the UN peacekeeping

lingers (Martone 2009). These practices are seen as

mission’s stepping up of counterinsurgency

challenging the distinction between humanitarian
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and military action required by IHL, a distinction

professional standards in protection to support more

viewed as integral to the safety of humanitarian

effective complementarities (Caverzasio 2001).

workers (Stoddard et al 2006; 2009; Wheeler and
Harmer 2006). It should be noted, however, that the

Interview respondents generally considered

perceived ‘humanitarian bid’ by militaries may be

protection to be a weak area, and that greater

overstated: commanders have little wish to see their

attention had not led to better performance. In

forces lose basic war-ﬁghting skills in the pursuit

particular, there is a proliferation of agencies claiming

of other tasks and, in practical terms, commitments

to do protection but no shared understanding of

in Afghanistan and Iraq have left the major military

what it involves, with under-qualiﬁed staff and poorly

actors overstretched. Nonetheless, governments have,

thought-through strategies and insufﬁcient attention

and will continue to have, a clear interest in being

to how it affects other aspects of humanitarian action.

able to deploy combined civil and military assets to

More distressingly, there is evidence of breaches of

crisis situations. At present, there remains a lack of

conﬁdentiality of affected populations and inconsistent

evidence to show whether the military’s delivery of

knowledge and application of relevant laws (Bonwick

assistance, a marginal activity compared with its core

2006; Pantuliano and O’Callaghan 2006, in ODI

operations, is inimical to good outcomes for local

2009). The difﬁculty of measuring the effectiveness

populations – even in the short term (Wheeler and

of protection interventions was highlighted as a

Harmer 2006). It is recognised, however, that the role

signiﬁcant challenge. Recent efforts, coordinated by

played by militaries in the protection of civilians is

the ICRC, have been made to establish and agree

critical.

Professional Standards for protection work, carried
out by humanitarian and human rights actors in

3.6.2 | Is there consistency in objectives and
actions for protection and for advancing the
crosscutting issues?

armed conﬂicts and other situations of violence. The
aim of these commonly agreed standards, published
in November 2009, is to have a bottom line to be
respected by all (ICRC 2009).

Recent years have seen an increased focus on the

Some interviewees, however, noted that the

issue of protection within the humanitarian system.

Cluster Approach and the Protection Capacity

Guidelines and policies have been developed: an

Project (ProCAP) had been helpful for protection in

unprecedented number of humanitarian organisations

humanitarian response. Through ProCAP, there have

now undertake protection activities and protection

been efforts to increase capacity within the system

is one of the 11 core areas of humanitarian action

to address protection issues. The Cluster Approach

coordinated under the Cluster Approach (Global

is seen to have delivered clearer institutional

Protection Cluster Working Group 2008; O’Callaghan

commitments, encouraged a dialogue between

and Pantuliano 2007; Slim and Bonwick 2005).

protection actors and established a stronger common

O’Callaghan and Pantuliano (2007) argue that every

framework and language for protection work, which

agency has a ‘minimum responsibility to incorporate

is resulting in better collective protection strategies.

protection concerns into their relief activities to

46
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minimize risks and help keep people safe’. However,

There is a tendency within the humanitarian system

confusion over what protection is, and which actors

towards sudden bursts of attention to particular

have responsibility for it, continues to be an issue.

issues, such as that given to HIV/AIDS in the early

The ICRC, independently from the Cluster Approach

2000s or to gender mainstreaming in the 1990s,

system, deﬁnes and implements its core protection

followed by a relative lull. Several interviewees

activities in accordance with its mandate and standard

noted that maintaining sufﬁcient attention

modalities of work. It nevertheless participates in

within organisations on issues that needed to be

and often leads discussions on commonly agreed

mainstreamed was a difﬁcult challenge.
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In survey responses, sizable majorities in all regions,

and as an issue that needed to be mainstreamed

and particularly in the Middle East, stated that

in humanitarian responses, the issue has dropped

their organisation’s consideration of crosscutting

down the priority list (Harvey 2004). That does not

issues, such as gender, age and disabilities, in their

mean, however, that it has gone away. In Swaziland,

programming had increased and improved. A number

Whiteside and Whalley (2007) argue that HIV/AIDS is

of interviewees noted that the greater focus on

creating a chronic emergency, demonstrating a new

protection issues was helping to improve consideration

type of disaster which exceeds emergency thresholds

of gender issues, and particularly gender-based

and requires a new style of response.17

violence. Others felt that the system was still missing
broader opportunities for promoting positive change

A review of the humanitarian system’s current

in gender relations arising from emergencies, for

practice in responding to the needs of older people

example regarding livelihoods. The cluster evaluation

affected by disaster concludes that there are several

also highlights concerns that the Cluster Approach,

aspects of current practice that do not adequately

by segmenting response into discrete categories, has

meet the needs of older people. Older people do

not ensured more effective incorporation of further

usually get included in deﬁnitions of vulnerability,

crosscutting issues (Stoddard et al 2007).

but often as an afterthought and at the end of the list
of priorities (Day et al 2007). HelpAge continues to

Several evaluations note a neglect of gender issues

advocate for greater consideration of older people’s

(UNICEF 2007). For example, in response to the

vulnerabilities and capacities but, as with other

ﬂoods in Mozambique in 2007 gender received little

considerations, it continues to be an uphill battle to

attention – not helped by the fact that the vast majority

improve practice. HelpAge has found secondments

of government ofﬁcials, UN, Red Cross and NGO

to be an effective tool. For example, a HelpAge

staff were men (Cosgrave et al 2007). Walden et al

secondment into UNHCR helped to embed age

(2008) found a lack of consultation with women in the

considerations into organisational policy.

response to Sidr in Bangladesh around distribution
and selection of beneﬁciaries and the composition of

There is little if any evidence of consideration of

hygiene kits and sanitary materials. Some agencies,

issues relating to disability in the recent literature or

however, have made signiﬁcant strides in this area.

in the evaluations reviewed, and it seems that this is

Rothkegel et al (2008) note that UNHCR has achieved

another mainstreaming challenge struggling to receive

considerable progress in promoting women’s

sufﬁcient attention (Kett 2007; Kett et al 2005; WHO

leadership and representation in community structures

2005).

and has spearheaded the international recognition of
multi-sectoral approaches to sexual and gender-based

Overall, a holistic approach to crosscutting issues is

violence. UNHCR has an age, gender and diversity

also seen to be lacking. In Zimbabwe, for example,

mainstreaming tool, which is a structured approach

it was highlighted that the focus on HIV/AIDS had

to ensuring greater beneﬁciary participation in

redirected aid away from the disabled (CDA 2006d).

assessments, and the perception is that it has worked

In the Eastern DRC, ﬁrewood distribution in an

well and made a difference. A gender capacity project

IDP camp was restricted to elderly women, leaving

(GenCap) launched in 2007 aims to improve gender

younger women vulnerable to attack by the Congolese

equality programming in humanitarian action. Binder

army as they walked to collect ﬁrewood. An

and Witte (2008) ﬁnd that in its ﬁrst year the project

assessment highlighted that a more holistic approach

has had a positive impact.

to age and gender issues in this scenario would have
been more appropriate. This need is also identiﬁed in

After a ﬂurry of attention to HIV/AIDS in the

an evaluation of the Cluster Approach, which ﬁnds

early 2000s as an emergency in its own right, as

a critical need for greater dialogue on crosscutting

exacerbating vulnerability in other emergencies

issues between the clusters (Stoddard et al 2007).
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Notes
12 ‘Since 2002, long-term humanitarian assistance has accounted for over half of humanitarian spending’ Development Initiatives (2009b).
13 In the following paragraphs we highlight innovations mainly in the food security and livelihoods sector. Limits of space and scope prevented a comprehensive review of
developments across all sectors.
14 An independent evaluation of HAP is forthcoming.
15 Wilder (2008) notes the central role played by the Pakistan army in the response to the earthquake in 2005, which he argues contributed to one of the most effective
humanitarian responses ever to a large-scale natural disaster. In China, the military in particular was considered key to the overall success of the emergency response to the
Sichuan earthquake, with more than 130,000 troops and armed police reportedly dispatched to affected areas (Hoyer 2009).
16 According to the OECD, between 2002 and 2005, USAID’s share of US ODA decreased from 50% to 39%, and the Department of Defense’s increased from 6% to 22%
(Walker and Pepper 2007).
17 Mortality rates now exceed emergency thresholds of one death per 10,000 persons per day.
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“It is important to remember the inherent
limitations of the enterprise, and to judge it
within contexts of what is possible rather than
against ideals of humanitarian perfection.”

4

CONCLUSIONS AND POTENTIAL NEXT STEPS
During the years 2007–2008, the international

insufﬁciently funded, lacking in effective leadership

humanitarian system continued to expand in

and too little engaged with and supportive of local

resources, deepen in programming methodology

actors, and is possibly losing ground in terms of

and increasingly solidify coordination linkages

humanitarian access and neutral operational space.

between its actors. If there is an overriding theme to
the performance assessment ﬁndings for this, it is

Of all its challenges, international humanitarian

‘undeniably improved, but still insufﬁcient’.

action was seen to suffer most from lack of effective
leadership and coordination, according to its

Taken as a whole, the balance of interviews,

constituents’ responses, which were consistent

evaluations conclusions and survey responses

across regions and agency afﬁliations.

suggests a trend of modest improvement on nearly
every performance criterion. On the negative side,

Humanitarian evaluations, at least those on policy and

however, there was a clear perception among

system issues, tend to be unﬂinchingly self-critical,

ﬁeld actors that humanitarian response remains

which has helped to spur necessary reforms and

Figure 11
Most difﬁcult challenges to humanitarian action
1 Limited access to certain areas/populations due to logistical/infrastructure problems
2 Limited access to certain areas/populations due to restrictions on programming presence
3 Too few aid workers to meet needs
4 Poor programme quality, not meeting standards, such as Sphere

1
2
3
4

5 Insecurity

5

6 Inadequate funding
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7 Poorly coordinated response efforts/lack of effective leadership
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CONCLUSIONS AND POTENTIAL NEXT STEPS

innovation in years past. Nevertheless, it is important

• Revisit indicators and methodologies for

to remember the inherent limitations of the enterprise,

reﬁnement/expansion of the research framework

and to judge it within contexts of what is possible

and consider using elements of the balanced

rather than against ideals of humanitarian perfection.

scorecard approach, depending on available

At the end of the day, a good deal of relief aid is

resources (Ramalingam et al 2009b).

being provided successfully to people in desperate
circumstances in difﬁcult and often dangerous

• Using the current descriptive statistics as a

environments all over the world. Evaluations

baseline for growth, retain and maintain data

consistently ﬁnd aid getting to people who need it and

input to the two data matrices on: 1) international

making a difference in enabling them to survive and

ﬁnancial ﬂows and 2) agency stafﬁng, budget and

recover during and after crises.

other organisational information. These templates
could potentially be expanded to include private/

4.1 | Taking forward the State of the
System Review
If future assessments of the system are to go forward
on a biennial basis using the framework devised for
this review, the following would be useful steps for
future research teams:

50
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public percentages and current country mission
portfolios.
• Re-launch the survey every two years, with higher
respondent targets each year.
• Consider adding a recommendations section, or
linking the review to a set of recommendations in a
broader ALNAP publication or form.
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ANNEXES
1 | List of acronyms
ACE Assessment and Classiﬁcation of Emergencies

ENN Emergency Nutrition Network

ACF Action Contre La Faim (Action Against Hunger)

ERC UN Emergency Relief Coordinator

ACMAD African Centre for Meteorological

ERD ALNAP’s Evaluation Reports Database

Applications in Development

EU European Union

ADRA Adventist Development and Relief Agency

FAO Food and Agricultural Organization of the

AIDC Automatic Identiﬁcation and Data Collection

United Nations

project

FCA Forgotten Crisis Assessment

AIDS Acquired Immunodeﬁciency Syndrome

FTS OCHA Financial Tracking Service

ALNAP Active Learning Network for Accountability

GANSO Gaza NGO Safety Ofﬁce

and Performance in Humanitarian Action

GenCap Gender Capacity Project

ANSO Afghanistan NGO Safety Ofﬁce

GHA Global Humanitarian Assistance

ASEAN Association of Southeast Asian Nations

GHD Good Humanitarian Donorship

CaLP Cash and Learning Partnership

GIS Geographical Information System

CAP Consolidated Appeals Process

GPS Global Positioning System

CBO Community-Based Organisation

Groupe URD Urgence, Réhabilitation,

CDMP Comprehensive Disaster Management

Développement

Programme (Bangladesh)

HAP Humanitarian Accountability Partnership

CEPA Centre for Poverty Analysis

HAC Health Action in Crises

CERF UN Central Emergency Response Fund

HC Humanitarian Coordinator

CERP Commander’s Emergency Response

HIV Human Immunodeﬁciency Virus

Programme

HRI Humanitarian Response Index

CHF Common Humanitarian Fund

HUNASP Humanitarian Needs Analysis Support

CMAM Community-Managed Acute Malnutrition

Project

COMPAS Criteria & Tools for the Management &

IASC Inter-Agency Standing Committee on

Piloting of Humanitarian Assistance

Humanitarian Response

CRS Catholic Relief Services

ICRC International Committee of the Red Cross

DAC OECD Development Assistance Committee

ICT Information and Communication Technology

DARA Development Assistance Research Associates

ICVA International Council of Voluntary Agencies

DFID UK Department for International Development

IDMC Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre

DRC Democratic Republic of the Congo

IDP Internally Displaced Person

DRMU Disaster Relief Monitoring Unit

IDRL International Disaster Response Law

DRR Disaster Risk Reduction

IDRP International Disaster Response Law

EC European Commission

IFRC International Federation of Red Cross and Red

ECB Emergency Capacity Building

Crescent Societies

ECHO European Commission Humanitarian Aid

IHL International Humanitarian Law

Ofﬁce

INGC Instituto Nacional de Gestão de Calamidades

ECOSOC UN Economic and Social Council

(Mozambique)

ELRHA Enhancing Learning and Research for

INTRAC International NGO Training and Research

Humanitarian Assistance

Centre

EMMA Emergency Market Mapping and Analysis

IOM International Organization for Migration
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IPC Integrated Phase Classification

SCHR Steering Committee for Humanitarian

IRC International Rescue Committee

Response

INGO International NGO

SEEP Small Enterprise Education and Promotion

LEGS Livestock Emergency Guidelines and Standards

SENAC Strengthening Emergency Needs Assessment

LNGO National/Local NGO

Capacity

McRAM Multi-Cluster Rapid Assessment Mechanism

Sida Swedish International Development Cooperation

MSF Médecins Sans Frontières

Agency

NATO North Atlantic Treaty Organization

SPAS Security Preparedness and Support

NGO Non-Governmental Organisation

TCG Tripartite Core Group (Myanmar)

NRC Norwegian Refugee Council

TEC Tsunami Evaluation Coalition

OCHA UN Office for the Coordination of

UK United Kingdom

Humanitarian Affairs

UN United Nations

ODA Official Development Assistance

UNDP UN Development Program

OECD Organisation for Economic Co-operation and

UNFPA UN Population Fund

Development

UNHCR United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees

OFADEC Office Africain pour le Développement et la

UNICEF UN Children’s Fund

Coopération

UNISDR UN International Strategy for Disaster

PAHO Pan American Health Organization

Reduction

PEAR Programme of Expanded Assistance for

UNRWA UN Relief and Works Agency

Returns

US United States

PONJA Post-Nargis Joint Needs Assessment

USAID US Agency for International

ProCAP Protection Capacity Project

Development

PSNP Productive Safety Net Programme

WASH Water, Sanitation and Hygiene

RRM Rapid Response Mechanism

WFP World Food Programme

RTE Real-Time Evaluation

WHO World Health Organization
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ANNEXES

4 | Survey results report and
questionnaire

Summary of general ﬁndings

Background/methodology

two simultaneous and opposing trends in the

Taken as a whole, responses to the survey reveal
humanitarian system. On the one hand, on nearly

The web-based survey was designed to complement
the other research components, allowing the study
to reach greater numbers of practitioners and
stakeholders than was possible through interviews
alone. It was also aimed at ﬁeld actors speciﬁcally,
rounding out the largely headquarters-based interview
subjects with a broader perspective. A series of
mostly closed-ended questions was structured along
the study framework, with the purpose of collecting
quantiﬁable data on the chosen indicators. With

every performance criterion the responses suggest
a trend of modest improvement (with only small
minorities suggesting that certain measures had
greatly improved and an even smaller minority
saying that things had markedly worsened). On the
negative side, however, there was a clear perception
among ﬁeld actors that humanitarian response
remained insufﬁciently funded and lacking in
effective leadership, and was losing ground in terms
of humanitarian access and coverage of needs.
The survey results thus paint a picture of a system

the help of the Advisory Board, the survey was
disseminated to potential respondents in INGOs, UN
agencies, local and national LNGOs and CBOs in host
countries, regional organisations, donor government
ofﬁces and host governments. The original target of
300 responses (three times the number of interviews)
was revised upwards to 500 after a greater than
anticipated response rate. The following highlights
key ﬁndings from the analysis of responses.

steadily and incrementally improving its own internal
mechanics and performance, while at the same
time deﬁcient in the big picture requirements for
effectiveness.
Regarding developments in inter-agency coordination
mechanisms, as much as they add to staff time
and administrative burdens, they were on the
whole judged to be worth it. However, overarching
leadership for coordination was a noted weakness.

Response proﬁle
Composition of survey respondents

The survey garnered a total of 499 complete
responses. In numbers roughly proportionate to

49%

INGO

21%

UN

9%

Local NGOs

7%

International Red Cross/
Red Crescent Movement

6%

Donors

3%

Host government

3%

Other International Organisations

from Africa (42%), followed in descending order by

1%

Citizens/beneﬁciaries

Asia, the Americas, the Middle East and Eastern

1%

Researchers

their operational ﬁeld presence in humanitarian
programming, most respondents were INGO staff
(48%), followed by UN agency staff (21%) and LNGO
and CBO representatives (9%). The remaining
respondents were made up of representatives
from the International Movement of the Red Cross
and Red Crescent (7%), donor governments (6%),
host governments (3%), host country citizens (1%)
and researchers/academics (1%). In the regional
breakdown of ﬁeld-based responses, most emanated

Europe.
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According to a plurality of respondents, the number
one problem or challenge facing humanitarian

Relevance/appropriateness

operations was ‘poorly coordinated response efforts/

Needs assessment

lack of effective leadership’.

This question sought to determine the prevalence
of coordinated (multi-agency) needs assessments
in humanitarian settings, and their general quality.

Individual ﬁndings

Respondents from a majority of ﬁeld settings
indicated that a coordinated needs assessment had

Coverage/sufﬁciency

been undertaken, that the quality of assessment was
‘adequate’ and that their organisations for the most

A number of questions related to perceptions of

part had participated. However, 27% of respondents

funding sufﬁciency and access to populations in

indicated that no joint needs assessment had taken

need, and how these aspects have changed over the

place in their setting, and 10% said that the needs

past two to three years. In terms of funding, solid

assessment was of poor quality, i.e. it did not result in

majorities across the board in each of the regions

an accurate reﬂection or prioritisation of needs. Only

deemed funding insufﬁcient to meet the needs of

a very small minority (under 1%) characterised the

their given context, but fewer than 10% indicated that

needs assessment as of very high quality. Negative

funding levels fell ‘far below the needs’. About a third

views on quality of needs assessments were seen

of respondents found that funding was generally

particularly in Latin American/Caribbean. A majority

sufﬁcient. There was even greater dissatisfaction on

of respondents overall and in each of the individual

the level of funding for the respondents’ individual

regions indicated that needs assessment quality had

sectors.

improved ‘somewhat’ over the past two to three years,
with the most improvement seen in Latin America/

In terms of humanitarian access and coverage,

Caribbean and the least in the Middle East.

a plurality of respondents working in Africa and
the Middle East indicated that the ability to reach
populations in need had declined over the past
two to three years (for reasons mainly to do with
rising insecurity in certain contexts). In Asia and the
Americas, most respondents deemed the level of
humanitarian access to have stayed roughly the same.

Quality of needs assessment

In Africa: ability of aid actors to reach all populations in need

DECLINED
INCREASED

MUCH IMPROVED

STAYED ROUGHLY THE SAME

NO IMPROVEMENT

DECREASED

SOMEWHAT IMPROVED
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Effectiveness

Performance and programme quality

Preparedness and timeliness of response

and logistics/coordination won the highest marks

A majority (62%) of respondents indicated that

on average for performance. The lowest ranking

their organisation possessed emergency reserve

sectors in terms of performance were agriculture,

funding that had (or could have been) used to begin

protection and early recovery.

Overall among the sectors examined, food aid

operations in advance of donor emergency grants.
On this score, the highest level of preparedness was

When ranking their own sector of work,

seen among INGOs and the International Movement

respondents cited prioritisation/appropriateness

of the Red Cross and Red Crescent, and the lowest

and participation of local authorities as the

among LNGOs, where the majority possessed no

strongest aspect (with a fair-to-good rating) and

reserve funding.

cited participation of beneﬁciaries as the weakest.

Most respondents felt that the overall timeliness of

Overall, most respondents felt that the quality of

humanitarian actors in emergency response had

project monitoring and evaluation had improved

improved. This was particularly the case in the Latin

(the exception was in the Latin America/Caribbean

America/Caribbean region.

region, where respondents felt the level of quality
had stayed roughly the same).

Quality and management of aid personnel
Assessments of the deployment of ‘appropriately

Coordination effectiveness

skilled staff’ as a particular component of timeliness

Coordination was ranked on average just

were somewhat less positive, although they still

under fair/adequate in the sector performance

indicated an overall improvement. In a separate

assessments by respondents. Regarding leadership

question, the overall quality of aid workers in the

from the HC’s ofﬁce, most respondents indicated

ﬁeld was seen overall to have improved, but not by

that leadership quality had stayed roughly the

enthusiastic majorities. No marked improvement

same, except in the Middle East, where most noted

was cited in headquarters support and guidance to

a decline.

ﬁeld staff.

Connectedness
Beneﬁciary input
Beneﬁciaries were seen to have far less than
adequate participation in programming (i.e.
planning, design and evaluation of projects).
Interestingly, however, beneﬁciary populations’

Overall quality of aid personnel

access to information about aid operations and
their ability to complain and seek redress was seen

DECLINED

to have increased overall, and in all regions except

STAYED ROUGHLY THE SAME

the Middle East.

IMPROVED

Other questions aimed at measuring
50

100

150

200

250

NUMBER OF RESPONDENTS
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Capacity building and participation of local civil
society

Efﬁciency

Solid majorities in all regions found that capacity

The survey sought to examine whether efﬁciencies

building efforts had increased in the past two to three

have been gained or lost in the past two to three

years.

years, especially in light of new coordination
mechanisms such as the Cluster Approach and

In all regions except the Middle East, respondents

pooled funds. Although all but a tiny minority of

said that coordination meetings were typically held in

respondents conﬁrmed the presence of transaction

or provided translation to the national language.

costs regarding coordination, the plurality of
respondents felt that the coordination burden was

A plurality of respondents cited an increase in the

‘not too high – beneﬁts of coordination are worth the

direct funding of local organisations by international

cost’. However, a sizable minority (roughly a third of

donors.

respondents) indicated that coordination transaction
costs were ‘far too high – coordination detracts

Interaction/cooperation with host country

from programming’. Survey respondents from the

authorities

Americas region seem to have the most positive

When assessing how well the international aid

attitude towards the cost of coordination; support was

community had interacted with host government

weakest in Africa.

authorities, the majority of respondents gave a rating
of ‘Fair: International organisations reached out

Coherence

actively to national authorities, but weak capacity
prevented their full participation’. On average, 21%
actually pronounced this interaction ‘Good: The

Although a complex and difﬁcult topic to address

national authorities were leading or heavily engaged

in the form of a survey question, the survey also

in the response’. An almost equal number said it

asked ﬁeld actors to state their opinion on progress

was ‘Poor: There was weak participation and only

in respect for and adherence to IHL in humanitarian

minimal consultation of the national authorities

principles among different stakeholders. According

by the international organisations’. Finally, 5% of

to respondents, aid providers have made the most

respondents, primarily from Africa, answered ‘N/A:

progress in respect for and adherence to IHL and

There were no functional authority structures to

humanitarian principles, whereas host governments

engage with’.

have actually declined on this measure Donor
governments come in the middle, with respondents,
on average, citing a slight decline.

Transaction costs of humanitarian coordination (time spent in meetings, etc) on aid actors
1

1 No signiﬁcant transaction costs

2

2 Far too high – coordination detracts from programming

3

3 Too high – not worth the burden on the organisation

4

4 Not too high – the beneﬁts of coordination are worth the cost
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Challenges and obstacles to humanitarian operations

1 Limited access to certain areas/populations due to logistical/infrastructure problems
2 Limited access to certain areas/populations due to restrictions on programming presence
3 Too few aid workers to meet needs
4 Poor programme quality, not meeting standards, such as Sphere

1
2
3
4

5 Insecurity

5

6 Inadequate funding

6

7 Poorly coordinated response efforts/lack of effective leadership

7
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Continuing challenges

Sizable majorities in all regions, and particularly
the Middle East, stated that their organisations’
consideration of crosscutting issues, such as gender,

The survey concluded by asking respondents to

age and disabilities, in their programming had

choose the single most difﬁcult obstacle or challenge

increased and improved.

regarding humanitarian operations at the current
time. The results were consistent across regions,
ranking the following challenges (in ascending order
of difﬁculty).
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Survey questions

Please answer the following questions only as they apply

1

of your experience.

to your current job posting or the speciﬁc emergency case

Country/duty station where you work now
(or formerly, if you are answering this survey

5

based on a past emergency case)

Did your organisation participate in a joint
(inter-agency) needs assessment? If so, how

2

would you assess its overall quality?

Name of your organisation/institution

No, there was no joint needs assessment
3

Institution type:

No, there was a joint needs assessment, but we

Local/ national NGO or community-based

chose not to participate

organisation

Yes we participated, and it was very good –

International NGO

resulted in an accurate reﬂection and prioritisation

UN agency (or fund, program, ofﬁce) involved in

of needs

aid

Yes we participated, and it was adequate

UN other

Yes we participated, but it was of poor quality

ICRC

Comments (optional)

IFRC
6

Red Cross / Red Crescent Society

In general, over the past 2 years how has

Other international organization

needs assessment quality changed in your

Regional intergovernmental organization

ﬁeld setting?

National government (host government)

Much improved

Donor Government

Somewhat improved

Host country citizen or beneﬁciary of aid efforts

No improvement
Declined

4

Comments (optional)

The aid sector you work in primarily:
All/Multisector (e.g. senior staff of a multimandated organization)

7

How would you rate overall funding for the

Agriculture

emergency response?

Coordination, Logistics, Support Services

4. More than sufﬁcient

Economic Recovery and Infrastructure

3. Sufﬁcient

Education

2. Insufﬁcient

Food aid

1. Far below the needs

Health
Mine Action

8

How would you rate the overall funding

Nutrition

resources for your sector?

Protection/Human Rights/Rule of Law

4. More than sufﬁcient

Security

3. Sufﬁcient

Emergency shelter and non-food relief items

2. Insufﬁcient – there were funding gaps

Water and Sanitation

1. Far below the needs

Other, please specify
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9

12 For the speciﬁc sector that your work mainly

In the past 2 years has the ability of
humanitarian actors to reach all populations

involved, please give your opinion of how

in need of assistance in your setting:

it worked in your setting regarding the

Increased

following:

Decreased

1 Poor

Stayed roughly the same

2 Fair/adequate

Comments (optional)

3 Good

10 Did your organisation have its own emergency

Timeliness in responding to the crisis

reserve funds that were used in this

Coordinated effort of multiple actors

emergency to begin operations in advance of

Participation and consultation of local authorities

new donor funding for response?

Participation of local civil society organisations

Yes

(NGOs, CBOs, other)

No

Prioritisation/appropriateness in addressing

I don’t know

beneﬁciaries’ most urgent needs

Comments (optional)

Effectiveness in meeting goals
Quality of performance and adherence to

11 Please give your opinion of the overall

standards/best practices

performance (quality and coverage of

Participation of beneﬁciaries in design and

programming) of the different sectors in your

assessment of programs

ﬁeld setting by ranking them on a scale of 1–3.
Leave blank if the sector was not relevant to

13 Compared to past years or other cases

the emergency or if you have no opinion.

you have experienced, how has respect

1 Poor

for/adherence to the core humanitarian

2 Fair/adequate

principles of independence, impartiality, and

3 Good

neutrality by aid providers, donors, and host
governments changed?

Agriculture

1 Decreased

Coordination, Logistics, Support Services

2 Stayed roughly the same

Economic Recovery and Infrastructure

3 Increased

Education
Food

Aid providers

Health

Donors

Mine Action

Host governments

Nutrition
Protection / Human Rights / Rule of law

14 Compared to past years or other cases

Security

you have experienced, has the quality of

Shelter and Non-food Items

monitoring and evaluation, including the

Water

extent to which it involves beneﬁciaries and
informs programming:
Improved
Declined
Stayed roughly the same
Comments (optional)
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15 Overall quality of aid personnel – compared

19 Compared to past years or other cases you

to past years or other cases you have

have experienced, has participation of local

experienced, have the number of aid workers

aid workers, organisations and authorities

with appropriate qualiﬁcations, skills,

in the coordination of planning and project

attitudes and experience to effectively plan

design:

and implement programmes:

Increased

Improved

Decreased

Declined

Stayed roughly the same

Stayed roughly the same

Comments (optional)

Comments (optional)
20 Compared to past years or other cases you
16 Compared to past years or other cases you

have experienced, has your organisation

have experienced, has the extent to which

programme’s consideration of issues relating

ﬁeld staff receive adequate support and

to gender, age and disability:

supervision from their organisation:

Increased

Improved

Decreased

Declined

Stayed roughly the same

Stayed roughly the same

Comments (optional)

Comments (optional)
21 Compared to past years or other cases you
17 Compared to past years or other cases you

have experienced, has beneﬁciary populations’

have experienced, how would you assess the

access to information about aid and their

timeliness of the overall response?

ability to complain about aid and seek redress:

Much improved

Increased

Somewhat improved

Decreased

No improvement

Stayed roughly the same

Declined

Comments (optional)

Comments (optional)
22 Compared to past years or other cases you
18 Compared to past years or other cases you

have experienced, has support to capacity

have experienced, how well prepared was

building for local actors:

your organisation for the emergency in terms

Increased

of timely deployment of adequate numbers of

Decreased

appropriately skilled staff?

Stayed roughly the same

Much improved

Comments (optional)

Somewhat improved
No improvement
Declined
Comments (optional)

THE STATE OF THE HUMANITARIAN SYSTEM: ASSESSING PERFORMANCE AND PROGRESS A PILOT STUDY

Reportmpt3.indd 71

71

1/11/2010 16:27:23

ANNEXES

23 In your opinion how well did the international

27 Regarding the ‘transaction costs’ of

system respect and promote the role of local

humanitarian coordination (time spent in

authorities in managing and coordinating the

meetings, additional reporting requirements,

response?

etc) for your organisation, in your opinion are

Good: The national authorities were leading or

they:

heavily engaged in the response

Far too high – coordination detracts from

Fair: International organisations reached out

programming

actively to national authorities, but weak capacity

Too high – not worth the burden on the

prevented their full participation

organisation

Poor: There was weak participation and only

Not too high – the beneﬁts of coordination are

minimal consultation of the national authorities by

worth the cost

the international organisations

No signiﬁcant transaction costs

N/A there were no functional authority structures

Comments (optional)

to engage with
28 Has the quality of leadership of the

Comments (optional)

Humanitarian Coordinators ofﬁce:
24 To your knowledge have national/local NGOs in

Increased

your ﬁeld setting received direct grants from

Decreased

international donors (or the common funds)?

Stayed roughly the same

Yes

Comments (optional)

No
29 In your opinion, what is the single most

I don’t know

important problem hindering effective
25 In your opinion, how has the level of direct

humanitarian response in your setting (select

funding to local/national NGOs changed over

one):

the past 2 years?

Too few aid workers to meet needs

Increased

Poorly coordinated response efforts/lack of

Decreased

effective leadership

Stayed roughly the same

Poor program quality, not meeting standards, such
as Sphere

26 Are coordination meetings conducted in the

Inadequate funding

national language of the country or with

Insecurity (violence, crime)

translation available for nationals?

Limited access to certain areas/populations due to

Yes

logistical/infrastructure problems

No

Limited access to certain areas/populations due to

I don’t know

restrictions on programming presence
Other, please specify
30 In your opinion, over the last two years, has
the overall performance of humanitarian aid
efforts on saving lives and reducing suffering
in your setting improved, declined or stayed
roughly the same? Please use this space to
share any ﬁnal thoughts on the overall system.
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The humanitarian system has a fundamental responsibility to continually assess its ability
to save lives and alleviate human suffering. The IFRC, as a global network, shares many of
the issues and challenges identified by this initiative. I welcome this report for its ambition to
assess overall achievements on a regular basis and believe it will help individual organizations
and networks to reflect on and improve their own performance. We have learned from our
participation in the initiative and we hope it will continue to grow and strengthen over the
years to come.
Bekele Geleta, Secretary General of the IFRC
I warmly welcome this first State of the Humanitarian System report because it shows deep
commitment towards self improvement within the humanitarian system. I encourage this effort
to be sustained over time so that it can gradually live up to its potential to further improve the
quality of services provided by all humanitarian actors. The ICRC remains committed to lead its
own self improvement and to contribute to that of the humanitarian system as a whole.
Angelo Gnaedinger, Director General of the ICRC
Thanks to the collective efforts by members of the humanitarian community over the past five
years, the humanitarian system has made significant strides in becoming increasingly rapid,
effective, and predictable. That said, much more still needs to be done. ALNAP’s first State of the
Humanitarian System report is unique in its scope and well researched. Findings such as these
will contribute to the humanitarian community’s collective efforts to take stock of where we
stand, face up to global challenges, and to decide how we can make more difference to the lives
of people affected by emergencies.
Sir John Holmes, UN Under-Secretary-General for Humanitarian Affairs and Emergency
Relief Coordinator
This is a very important and timely initiative from ALNAP. Careful consideration of the analysis
in this report has potential benefits for all actors in our humanitarian sector. Repeated, with
improvements, the State of the Humanitarian System report can provide a useful regular
indicator of the progress we will hopefully be making as a system.
Mikael Lindvall, Deputy Director and Head Section for Humanitarian policy and conflict
issues, Swedish Ministry for Foreign Affairs
ALNAP’s State of the Humanitarian System report aims to assess the humanitarian system as a
whole and analyse its performance over the last two years. This was an ambitious undertaking,
but the results are impressive and require us, as humanitarian actors, to pause and reflect on
our actions. Whilst progress is being made, we must find ways to improve our work with those
who matter most: populations affected by conflicts and disasters.
While this report was not able to look at the considerable role of local NGOs and community
based organisations, the first step has been taken, which can allow for a more extensive effort
next time around. ALNAP has taken an essential step that will help us to better consider the
work we are doing and to critically examine whether we are collectively performing well or not.
Paul O’Brien, Chair ICVA Executive Committee, Board Member of VOICE and Overseas
Director Concern Worldwide

