Annex 1.  

Central Emergency Response Fund: Interim Review 

19 September 2007 

Executive Summary 

The report reflects the results of an independent interim review of the grant component of the Central Emergency Response Fund (CERF) carried out by two international consultants between March and July 2007. The purpose of the review was to explore how the CERF, as a humanitarian financing tool, is contributing towards effectively promoting a more timely, predictable, equitable, effective and accountable humanitarian response. (See the text box for an overview of the CERF.)

	Overview of the CERF 

The Central Emergency Response Fund (CERF) was created on 12 December 2005 and launched in March 2006. It expanded the previous Central Emergency Revolving Fund (created in December 1991) by adding a grant component to the existing loan component. The purpose of the expanded CERF is to ensure the rapid and coordinated response of United Nations (UN) agencies to emergencies, with the following objectives:

· To promote early action and response to reduce loss of life

· To enhance response to time-critical requirements based on demonstrative needs and 

· To strengthen the core elements of humanitarian response in under-funded crises.

The CERF includes two components: a loan facility of up to $50 million and a grant facility with a target of up to $450 million. Funding from the grant facility is split into two windows – rapid response window and under-funded emergencies window. Only UN funds, programmes and specialized agencies and the International Organization for Migration (IOM) are eligible to apply for funding under the grant facility of the CERF.
 The Emergency Relief Coordinator (ERC) is the fund manager and plays a role in advocacy and fund-raising for the CERF. Grant proposals for the rapid response window are prepared by the UN agencies under the leadership of the Resident/Humanitarian Coordinator (RC/HC). It is a field-driven process that aims to strengthen the role of the RC/HC. For the under-funded window, the ERC initially makes block allocations of funds for countries and then UN agencies submit proposals, through the RC/HC, for this funding. Proposal under both windows are submitted to the ERC by the RC/HC. 

As one element of the financing pillar of the humanitarian reform agenda, the CERF would be expected to contribute to other pillars, including the development of effective partnerships between UN and non-UN humanitarian actors.


Methodology 

This review was based on case studies in six countries that had received CERF funding – Kenya, Somalia, Ethiopia, Sri Lanka, Ivory Coast and the Democratic Republic of the Congo. These countries, which were among the countries that received the most CERF funding,
 represented a range of humanitarian response contexts: 

· Countries receiving both under-funded and rapid response grants;  

· Representation from different geographic regions;

· Mix of types of emergencies; 

· Different humanitarian response contexts; and

· Countries with different contexts for UN coordination.

The case studies involved short site visits in each country and included, for the most part, interviews of staff of the Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), UN agencies, NGOs and donors.  The case studies were followed by telephone interviews with UN agency headquarters, international non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and donors at the global level and debriefings and presentations at OCHA in New York (NY). 

In addition, OCHA’s Evaluation and Studies Section (ESS) conducted an online survey of UN agencies in countries receiving CERF funding (not including those that were included in the country case studies) and the results of this survey are integrated into the report. 

The review results are somewhat constrained by the limited scope, time and documentation for the review.  As a result, the review team cautions against extrapolation of the findings from the six country case studies. In spite of these limitations, the review provides valuable insights into the operations of the CERF in the first year.

In reviewing the findings of this report, it is important to understand the context for the review. It was undertaken only one year after the launch of the CERF – a year during which a small CERF Secretariat and policies and guidelines for the Fund were being developed, focal points for the Fund in the UN agencies were being established, and awareness of the Fund at both the HQ and field levels was being created. While OCHA (and particularly the CERF Secretariat) has played a key role in the implementation of the CERF, this review covered the CERF as a funding mechanism, not OCHA or the Secretariat as key actors in its implementation. As a result, the findings reflect on all actors engaged in implementing the CERF.   

Results of the CERF 

Results at the global level 

Two significant results of the CERF impact at the global level stand out: firstly, that OCHA was able to attract $US 582M in paid contributions since its launch in March 2006, and secondly, that US$ 446M have been disbursed over the same time period,
 while setting up the support infrastructure. Recently, OCHA has also expanded the capacity of the Secretariat to improve the efficiency of the Fund management. The longer-term impact of these achievements on the humanitarian response is yet to be assessed. 

All donors interviewed reported that that they see CERF as a valuable mechanism for humanitarian funding and are keen to invest in it, though also indicated that future investments depend, to a certain extent, on CERF results and outcome of the two-year review planned for 2008. Some donors indicated they find the CERF a convenient funding channel because it confers the management of funds to the UN, reducing their transaction costs, particularly for donors that have limited capacity in countries and/or regions to administer bilateral humanitarian funds. However, there is anecdotal information to suggest that the transaction costs may have increased for the UN system – including OCHA and the UN agencies.
 

UN agency representatives interviewed at the global level expressed satisfaction with the CERF as a fast, reliable and effective mechanism and with the broad interpretation of the life saving criterion. 

The response of the international NGOs (INGOs) was more guarded. Several INGO CERF critiques have expressed concern about the fact that NGOs do not have direct access to CERF funding and the lack of systematic information with respect to the forward disbursement of CERF funds to NGOs.

Results at the field level 

While the global level results are important, the ultimate goal and purpose of the CERF is expressed in the CERF-funded projects and activities at the field level. While it is too early, and there is limited documentation, to assess the actual impact of CERF-funded projects, the review identified some potential impacts.
 The allocation of CERF funding is based on two key criteria: projects must cover life-saving activities and be needs-based. The under-funded window requires specifically that grant allocations be made towards chronically under-funded projects. 

The case studies indicated that the CERF has funded a wide range of projects. The life saving criterion has been defined very broadly to include immediate response activities in acute disasters, prevention activities and rehabilitation and early recovery activities. CERF projects have funded: 

· Activities designed to have a direct impact on beneficiary populations, 

· Activities to strengthen the capacity of the humanitarian system to provide humanitarian response; and 

· Funds for locally-managed projects that provide access to CERF funds by NGOs. 

A rationale can be made that links all the funded activities to life saving. Some projects are likely to have a more direct or immediate impact on beneficiaries than others, such as system strengthening or rehabilitation/reconstruction.
 

Appropriateness of CERF 

The broad interpretation of the life saving criterion was helpful to the UN agencies, as it allowed them to define projects to address country and context specific needs that were in line with their respective mandates. The review team notices that, on the one hand, this broad interpretation of life saving criterion potentially strengthens the connectedness of CERF funded projects, while on the other hand, it may make the prioritization of proposals more difficult. 

In practice, the life saving criterion serves two purposes – eligibility for CERF funding as such and prioritization of proposals within the portfolio of proposed projects. Although the former led to some initial confusion, this became clearer as more guidelines were developed. However, with regard to the latter, challenges remain, given the great variety in the types of project proposals and specific objectives they are addressing. 

	It is recommended:

1. That OCHA, in consultation with donors, IASC members and the CERF Advisory Group, clarify the scope of the life-saving criterion for the CERF, including how it applies to the two funding windows and how it is used for the prioritization and approval of projects.   


The distinction between rapid response and under-funded appears to be unclear as countries with similar contexts received funding from both the rapid response and under-funded window. Some limitations are also observed with regard to establishing under-funded allocations on the basis of existing Consolidated Appeals Processes (CAPs). In some cases, donors did not agree with the identified proposed activities in the CAP and, in other cases, argued that as time passed the actual context had changed significantly making some activities more development-focused than humanitarian. 

The review also identified some challenges related to the availability of needs assessment information to support the CERF proposals. In initial allocations under both the rapid response and under-funded windows, time frames for submission of some proposals were very short. For some rapid response proposals, rapid assessments were conducted in spite of the short timeframes; whereas for the under-funded window, the needs identified in the CAP were re-affirmed through the cluster, inter-cluster mechanisms. 

	It is recommended:

2. That, given the critical importance of needs assessment information in the allocation of CERF funds, OCHA, in collaboration with IASC members, continues to strengthen the development and use of high quality needs assessment information in the allocation of CERF funding. 


There were expectations that CERF, as one component of the financial pillar of the humanitarian reform agenda, would, among other things, contribute to forging partnerships between UN and non-UN humanitarian actors and strengthen coordination mechanisms. However, although UN respondents indicated that indeed the CERF process brought the UN agencies together, they did not observe significant change in the coordination per se. The review team observes that where coordination mechanisms functioned well before the introduction of the CERF, they continued to do so. Where this was not the case, the introduction of the CERF, as such, did not bring any observable change. The review team noted the efforts made by OCHA to develop training materials for HCs and UN agency and OCHA staff, in order to strengthen the possibilities for coordination. 

	It is recommended:

3. That OCHA continues initiatives to strengthen the RC/HCs by: 

· Extending the HC training on the CERF (also) to RCs;   

· Identifying techniques to assist RC/HCs with their roles; and 

· Including specific references to the CERF in the RC/HC Terms of Reference.

4. That OCHA continue initiatives to strengthen the OCHA country offices, UNRCO and the UN agencies at the country level, by encouraging the CERF Secretariat and OCHA Regional Support Office to provide in-country training of OCHA, UNRCO and UN agency staff.


Similar observations were made with respect to the CERF’s impact on inclusiveness, particularly with NGOs. Where UN agencies had established relations with NGOs as implementing partners, it appeared they continued to do so. Where UN agencies did not have regular and established work relationships with NGOs, the advent of CERF in itself did not cause observable changes. In fact, both some UN and NGO respondents noted that the CERF may have introduced tensions between UN agencies and NGOs, as both were now competing for the same humanitarian funds from donors. 

	It is recommended:

5. That OCHA, in consultation with donors, IASC members and the CERF Advisory Group, clarify the relationship between the CERF and the humanitarian reform agenda, specifically with respect to increasing partnerships, particularly with NGOs.


There has been limited time to observe the interaction of the CERF with other humanitarian funding mechanisms (i.e. Emergency Response Funds, common funds). The little information that was available from the case studies suggests that, at the country level, some progress is being made to addressing a range of issues of complementarily raised by stakeholders (e.g. joint governance structures that are more inclusive of the NGOs and using CERF funds to replenish ERF accounts). However, there remain a number of issues to be addressed in the 2008 review with respect to the impact of focusing different mechanisms on different target organizations and the impact on the CERF as the “donor of last resort.”

CERF Structures, Processes and Underlying Assumptions

CERF organizational structures

Global and field level actors have different roles to play in the allocation of CERF funds. Global-level actors ensure that the proposed projects are consistent with the CERF objectives, are appropriate in the country context and provide adequate financial information. At the global level, there was extensive engagement of the Inter-Agency Standing Committee (IASC) members with OCHA in addressing common operational issues related to guidelines and criteria, proposal formats and reporting templates. 

Field level stakeholders (and the review team) did not have a clear sense of the responsibilities of the various actors in OCHA NY. They were unclear on the added value provided by the project review role of OCHA NY staff – whether it is the CERF Secretariat’s staff who do the technical and financial reviews of proposals, or the Coordination and Response Division (CRD) staff who do the substantive review. 

	It is recommended:

6. That OCHA, in consultation with donors, IASC members and the CERF Advisory Group, clarify the responsibilities and accountabilities of the field and global levels for the preparation of recommendations to the ERC for CERF funding, the disbursement of funds and the monitoring, evaluation and reporting on CERF grants. 


OCHA is responsible for implementation of the CERF. The CERF Secretariat has played a support role within OCHA. The role of the CERF Secretariat is to support the Emergency Response Coordinator (ERC), who is also supported by other OCHA branches.
  However, it is the Secretariat that is most closely associated with the Fund’s operations in the minds of both global and field stakeholders. 

The initial assumption was that the Fund management would not be “heavy” in terms of the requirement for extensive guidelines/criteria or staff to manage it. Yet, this assumption appears, in the end, to have not been realistic, as there were increasing demands for more clarity on the guidelines, processes, criteria and reporting templates for the Fund during the first year. As a result, the Secretariat that, for most of the twelve months after the launch of the Fund, had only five staff did not have sufficient resources to address a number of outstanding operational issues.

	It is recommended:

7. That OCHA clarify the roles and accountabilities of the CERF Secretariat and identify the appropriate resources for the Secretariat to meet its tasks. 

8. That OCHA clarify the roles of the Coordination Response Division and other OCHA Branch units in support of the CERF.


Field-level actors are responsible for identifying the humanitarian needs, developing appropriate responses, identifying the most appropriate stakeholders to implement the activities and setting the CERF-funded projects in the context of the overall humanitarian response. 

OCHA offices were the key source of information for the CERF implementation. The case studies indicated that the presence of a strong OCHA office and a strong RC/HC was key to the implementation of the CERF as shared funding mechanism for the UN agencies but also as a vehicle for inclusive consultations with humanitarian stakeholders in country. 

	It is recommended:

9. That OCHA, in consultation with IASC members and donors, clarify the roles and accountabilities for field level actors and identify the appropriate resources, including for the RC/HC offices and OCHA field offices, where necessary.  


CERF policies and procedures 

Although the CERF is referred to as a funding mechanism for humanitarian response, there is no clear statement in CERF guidelines and criteria that outline explicitly how the Fund is linked to humanitarian principles and the specific criteria referred to in UN Resolutions.
 Field level stakeholders base their understanding of the key principles of the Fund mainly, if not solely, on the definitions and criteria in the Fund procedures and guidelines. Yet, they were unclear about how the humanitarian principles apply in the identification and prioritization of CERF proposals, while supporting the idea that humanitarian principles are relevant. 

A key issue for the CERF is the timeliness of its funding – particularly for the rapid response window. There are two elements to the timeliness issue – are the funds available to the field faster than they were at the beginning of the CERF and are the funds available faster than they would be if disbursed directly by donors to UN agencies through bilateral channels. While there is no systematic information on the time frames for decision-making and/or disbursement of CERF funds for the first year, the anecdotal information, based on the perceptions of stakeholders, suggests that, in the beginning, there were considerable delays – delays that may occur at various points in the submission, review, approval and disbursement processes. However, some information from the Secretariat suggests that, at least with respect to the decision-making components of the process, there is some improvement in the timeframes.
 

The issue of whether the funding is more timely than bilateral funding is more difficult to judge. However, the majority of UN agency respondents to ESS’s online survey indicated that, in their view, the CERF did provide “faster” money.


CERF accountability 

Information about CERF grants is not readily available in a user-friendly way for all stakeholders. The website is the key source of public information on the CERF and also the primary tool for donor reporting on the CERF. However, there was limited awareness of the website in the field, perhaps, in part, because of limited web access in the field. In addition, the site does not link narrative and financial information and the quality and detail of narrative information varies from country to country and provides, as yet, limited information on CERF results. The website appears to be more geared to providing public information for promoting the Fund than in providing systematic and comprehensive information on results for donors.
 In spite of having developed a number of mechanisms for financial and narrative reporting, the review team notes that there is, as yet, no overall framework for the measurement of CERF performance. A performance framework would identify, among other things, key results, monitoring and evaluation information needs, methodologies for addressing some of the more challenging issues (such as additionality and how to assess the impact on beneficiaries) and responsibilities for monitoring and evaluation.

	It is recommended:

10. That OCHA, in consultation with donors, IASC members and the CERF Advisory Group, develop a performance framework for the CERF. 


	It is recommended:

11. That OCHA improves the CERF website to make it more accessible and transparent, enabling stakeholders to link financial and narrative project information. 


Underlying assumptions 

The review team observed that the CERF is based on two key underlying assumptions. These assumptions need to be explicit in the CERF performance framework since, if they are not true, they may limit its ability to achieve its expected results. The first is that the humanitarian system has the capacity to deliver effective results for beneficiaries. This includes the capacity of the UN agencies to deliver humanitarian assistance or to work effectively with implementing partners (UN agencies and NGOs) to achieve this. The second is that the humanitarian partners are willing and able to work collaboratively in the CERF allocation processes. The reviewers noted that, while the UN agencies are generally willing and able to do so, there were more constraints on the engagement of the NGO community in the CERF processes – constraints that may, to some extent, be overcome once the processes are more widely understood and implemented. 

	It is recommended:

12. That OCHA, in collaboration with donors, IASC members and the CERF Advisory Group work proactively with INGOs at the global level to encourage them to stimulate their country offices to engage in the CERF processes at the country level.


General Assembly-mandated CERF review

The General Assembly (GA) mandated that a review be conducted of the CERF in 2008. Based on the experience of this review, there are a number of issues that need to be addressed to prepare for that review. 

	It is recommended:

13. That OCHA put in place measures to ensure that complete documentation on CERF processes and grants is maintained and readily available, at the field and global levels, for the GA-mandated review.

14. That OCHA include in the review Terms of Reference a systematic analysis of CERF grants at the global level in order to profile adequately the full range of CERF funding. 

15. That OCHA initiate the review process early and include sufficient resources to allow for an in-depth evaluation at both the country and project level.  


Conclusions 

The review concludes that significant progress has been made in the implementation of the CERF in its first year of operations. However, there are a number of issues which need to be clarified, including ensuring a common understanding of the scope of the CERF, providing more effective management of the CERF within OCHA, strengthening working relationships with UN agencies and the NGO community at both the global and field levels, and finally, providing more effective and transparent information on CERF as a mechanism and on its performance.

� OCHA cannot apply for grant funding, but is eligible for a CERF loan. 


� As of April 2007, Democratic Republic of the Congo ($US 74.6M), Kenya ($US 29.1M), Somalia ($US 25.8M), Sri Lanka ($US 18.9), Ethiopia ($US 17.1M) and Ivory Coast ($US 11.95M)


� The sectors receiving the most CERF funds were food and health and the World Food Programme (WFP) and UNICEF were the biggest UN agency recipient of grants.


� It was beyond the scope of this review to measure these changes in transaction costs. 


� In most countries, OCHA and the UN agencies had not completed any reports on, or conducted any evaluations of, CERF implementation, making it difficult to assess the impact of the CERF, either on intended beneficiaries or on the humanitarian response system


� In first months of the Fund, the life-saving criterion had not been defined. Working criteria were developed over the first year of the Fund. At the time of the writing of this report a paper on life saving criteria/guidelines was being developed under the auspices of the CERF Secretariat in collaboration with the UN agencies. (“CERF Life-saving Criteria and Sectoral Activities (Guidelines)”, CERF Secretariat, 7 August 2007)


� “Secretary-General’s Bulletin: Establishment and operation of the Central Emergency Response Fund”, ST/SGB/2006/10, 10 October 2006


� UN Resolutions: A/res/46/182 – “Strengthening of the coordination of the emergency assistance of the United Nations”, 19 December, 1991 and A/RES/60/124 – “Resolution - Strengthening of the coordination of humanitarian assistance of the United Nations”, 8 March, 2006


� However, the Secretariat cannot, without information from the UN agencies, track the timeframes beyond the disbursement of the funds to the UN agencies.  


� As the agency and country-level narrative reports become available, the Secretariat plans to post these on the site. The Secretariat has posted a range of agency humanitarian response and/or CERF-specific reports on the website – � HYPERLINK "http://ochaonline2.un.org/Default.aspx?tabid=10195" ��http://ochaonline2.un.org/Default.aspx?tabid=10195�.
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