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Since the launch in 2005 of the humanitarian reform process by the UN, the International Council of Voluntary Agencies (ICVA) has actively engaged in this process. As we noted in April 2006, we see the goals of this reform process as consistent with our repeated calls for increased quality and accountability of humanitarian action. Many ICVA member agencies and the ICVA Secretariat have, therefore, invested significant staff time and resources in the three interconnected aspects of the reform: enhanced operational capacity in several sectoral areas (clusters), new funding mechanisms (CERF), and strengthening humanitarian coordination.
After almost two years of reform, ICVA welcomes efforts to take stock of the progress made so far, such as the evaluation of the cluster leadership approach and the interim review of the CERF. These efforts have highlighted a number of the achievements so far and have pointed to several areas where improvements are still required, particularly with regard to the central aspect of strengthening Humanitarian Coordinators (HCs). 

Several of our members are also looking at their experiences, both globally and at the country level, with a view to determining their future involvement. In discussing the aspects of reform, it is clear that members and the Secretariat could be spending even more time engaging in the process both at the field and headquarters levels. Many NGOs have been engaging with the various clusters at the headquarters level in order to contribute to the overall improvement to humanitarian response, but partly also because they felt a certain pressure to be involved – particularly from donors, given the heavy investments made by a number of donors in the cluster system. The human and financial resources being spent on this engagement are quite significant. In order to try and rationalise the amount of time spent by NGOs in global cluster meetings, ICVA will facilitate more strategic NGO participation to better use the limited NGO resources. 

Local and national NGOs, in particular, have felt unable to influence, or adequately participate in, the cluster process. One of the often-cited aspects of the reform process has been the emphasis on partnerships. In many cases, local and national NGOs are still being treated more as implementers instead of as truly strategic partners. Training on the reform process needs to better target and involve local and national NGOs to ensure their increased engagement and participation. Information related to the reforms should also be made more readily available in local languages to help NGOs become more engaged.
There continue to be delays in CERF money reaching NGOs – and again, particularly national and local NGOs. Attempts are being made to improve the challenges with CERF disbursements, but there is a need for increased transparency around how UN agencies disburse funds.
While improvements can be made in both the cluster system and the CERF mechanism, these aspects of reform will still rely heavily on the Humanitarian Coordinator’s role at the field level. The UN’s approach has, disappointingly, moved away from having dedicated HCs and is now solely focusing on combined Resident and Humanitarian Coordinators. The result is that the NGO people in the HC pool are left only with the option of trying to also become Resident Coordinators, which is a UN-centred function. The appointment process of HCs continues to be carried out in a manner that does not allow for adequate consultation within the ICVA membership. Concerns raised about potential HCs must be taken seriously by the UN and addressed in order for NGOs to have confidence in the process and their role in the appointment of HCs, as part of the Inter-Agency Standing Committee (IASC). 
As the overriding criterion for determining the impact of the humanitarian reform process, ICVA believes that this impact must be measured in terms of better humanitarian outcomes. Given ICVA’s close engagement in the reform process over the last two years, the ICVA Executive Committee felt it appropriate to highlight these concerns in the spirit of improving the overall impact of humanitarian response. We hope that these concerns will be seen in light of the need for an open and frank reality-check on the value of the humanitarian reform process. The human and financial resources currently being spent must have a sustainable impact on increasing the effectiveness of humanitarian action for the benefit of the populations with, and for, whom we work.
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