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Introduction
The ICVA Executive Committee has had several discussions on the humanitarian reform process, including on new humanitarian financing mechanisms, since 2005. In November 2006, the EXCOM agreed that “ICVA will continue to push for the CERF to focus on neglected emergencies and that it will promote more openness and feedback on discussions in the CERF Advisory Board.” In March 2007, the EXCOM added to this position the view that, so far, NGO experiences had been mixed and that NGO representatives on the CERF Advisory Board should be informed of the NGO concerns. The three NGO representatives on the Advisory Group all have links with ICVA. 
In the past several months, the ICVA Secretariat has regularly participated in conference calls of CERF inter-agency meetings and has also ensured that there is at least one NGO from the developing world involved in these discussions. This paper outlines a number of the issues with regards to the functioning of the CERF, in particular with regards to NGO access to the CERF.

A Brief History of CERF
 

The CERF (Central Emergency Revolving Fund) was originally conceived in 1991 as a loan mechanism to jump-start operations. Following its re-creation in December 2005, the new CERF (Central Emergency Response Fund) was officially launched in March 2006 and expanded to a $500 million facility of which $450 million is now grant based.  The three CERF objectives are to:
- Promote early action and response to save lives;
- Enhance response to time crucial requirements based on demonstrable needs; and
- Strengthen core elements of humanitarian response in under-funded crises.
It was envisaged that UN agencies and their implementing partners (ICVA italics) would be able to access the fund within 72 hours of a crisis and thus be able to save more lives in the earliest moments of a disaster when people are most at risk. The General Assembly resolution (GA/RES/60/124), however, limits direct access to the CERF to UN Agencies and IOM and the political climate is such that this is unlikely to change. Recently, an independent review was carried out of the functioning of the CERF.
 This review provides a baseline for the two-year evaluation of the CERF, which is due to take place in early 2008 and to be submitted to the General Assembly.
The reality of CERF so far
NGO experience with the CERF has been mixed. The CERF was conceived as a fund of “new money.” Not only can it be questioned whether donors have augmented their humanitarian funding in order to allocate funds to the CERF, but NGOs are now also regularly told by donor governments that they can no longer apply for funding at the national level because funding has been given to the CERF. Even the ICVA Secretariat was told by one donor this year, that extra funds originally allocated for ICVA had, instead, been transferred to the CERF.
Key issues for the functioning of the CERF can be summarised as follows:
· Being one of three pillars of humanitarian reform, which are inextricably linked, the effective functioning of the CERF depends, to a large degree, on credible humanitarian leadership provided by Humanitarian Coordinators and on effective sectoral (or cluster) coordination (e.g. high-quality needs assessments and analysis).

· There is an implicit assumption in the UN-led humanitarian reform process that it will (automatically) imply better UN-NGO (implementing) partnerships, because NGOs are the largest group of operational actors delivering humanitarian assistance. The CERF interim review notes, however, that it is unclear how the CERF will contribute to these better partnerships. Do NGOs want to be the UN’s implementing partners?

· It is generally agreed that the CERF has been successful in contributing to under-funded crises, but less so with sudden onset emergencies. In addition, there has been debate on what constitutes life-saving assistance.

· While the CERF Secretariat seems to have become quite effective in processing grant applications within a reasonable timeframe, the disbursing UN agencies have been far less efficient in passing the grants through their bureaucracies to the NGO end user.
· UN agencies have their own rules and bureaucracy, may have continuing problems with obtaining audit certificates from NGOs and, therefore, become more hesitant in disbursing funds to NGOs, and/or lump their CERF funding together and fail to identify projects for which NGOs can obtain funds. 
· In a number of cases, cluster leads (invariably UN) have been designated as responsible for putting CERF applications together and have used the opportunity to fund their own shortfalls rather than to utilise the money through the cluster on the basis of need.
· The level of overhead funding taken by the UN disbursing agencies is considered high and is generally set at the maximum allowable of 7%.

It is important that the above is seen in context. CERF is still only a small proportion (less than 5%) of overall humanitarian funding. And, although the CERF is, undeniably, part of a trend of pooled and common funds, there should be some cost-benefit analysis of the time and energy that NGOs invest in trying to ‘fix’ the CERF mechanism. It should be added that common or pooled funds at the country level are, in principle, more accessible to NGOs. The governing mechanisms of these funds rarely include NGOs.
What can NGOs do to improve the process?

· Continue to advocate that the inter-connectedness of the humanitarian reform implies that an effective CERF function will depend on strong, experienced humanitarian leadership and effective coordination.
· Engage in debate with donor governments, UN agencies, etc. on what role NGOs play in disaster response: operational or implementing partners of the UN?

· Continue to advocate with CERF related bodies (i.e. the CERF Secretariat, the Advisory Group, ERC/OCHA, and donor governments) for an open dialogue, which should involve NGOs, on the effective functioning of the CERF, including on the transparency and accountability of CERF decision-making.
· Continue to keep NGO representatives on the CERF Advisory Group informed, on a regular basis, of NGO experiences and concerns on the CERF.
· Continue to lobby UN disbursing agencies to be more transparent about the processing of NGO funding applications and to make these procedures more efficient and timely.
· Ensure that CERF funding issues are raised at the various agency governing board meetings.
� <http://ochaonline.un.org/Default.aspx?alias=ochaonline.un.org/cerf>


� The ICVA Secretariat received a copy of this review from the ERC on Monday 15 October 2007.  





