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I Purpose of the Paper

This paper is for information ahead of an introductory session on the progress made on accountability within the development and relief sector.  The desired outcome of the session is that individual agencies are encouraged to review their own approaches and seek to learn from the material that is available.  This introductory session will be followed up by a session at March’s meeting on more specific recommendations.

II Definition and Meaning

Accountability is about the processes through which an organisation makes a commitment to respond to and balance the needs of stakeholders in its decision-making processes and activities, and delivers against this commitment. Organisations that focus on accountability find that it leads to increased credibility and legitimacy with stakeholders, stronger governance structures and increased organisational learning and innovation
.  For many organisations increasing their accountability entails concentrating on four key elements:
· Transparency:  the provision of accessible and timely information to stakeholders and the opening up of organisational procedures, structures and processes to their assessment.  To be transparent an organisation needs to do more than disclose standardised information.  It also needs to provide stakeholders with the information they require to make informed decisions and choices.  In this way transparency is more than just a one-way flow of information it is an ongoing dialogue between organisation and stakeholders over information provision.

· Participation; the process by which an organisation enables key stakeholders to play an active role in the decision-making processes that affect them.  It is unrealistic to expect an organisation to engage with all stakeholders over all decisions all of the time.  Therefore the organisation must have clear guidelines (and practices) enabling it to prioritise stakeholders appropriately and to be responsive to the differences in power between them.  In particular mechanisms need to be in place to ensure that the most marginalised and affected are represented and have influence.

· Evaluation; encompasses the processes through which an organisation, with involvement from key stakeholders, monitors and reviews its progress and results against goals and objectives; feeds learning back into the organisation on an ongoing basis; and reports on the results of the process.  To increase accountability to stakeholders, goals and objectives must be designed in consultation with those stakeholders.  

· Feedback (a subset of which is dealing with complaints); the systems, processes, attitudes and behaviours through which an organisation can truly listen to its stakeholders.  Feedback is an essential part of the above three dimensions and essential for organisations to understand whether they are meeting the agreed needs/wishes or wants of their stakeholders.  An organisation that actively seeks to improve policy and practice on the above three dimensions will decrease, significantly, the number of complaints it receives.  However organisations should ensure that they have Feedback mechanisms are in place throughout our programme that are robust enough to support complaints about breaches in policy and stakeholder dissatisfaction.  Oversight of these mechanisms allows the study of trends and/or areas of concern.
As organisations working within the aid sector we have a complex set of stakeholders to whom we are accountable.  Most NGOs have chosen to recognise that, whilst accountability to many stakeholders is important, accountability to those in need is fundamental.  This ‘downwards’ or ‘forwards’ accountability is also, often, the most difficult to achieve.

In practical terms ‘downwards accountability’ is a set of processes that an organisation can use to release decision-making power to local partners / intended beneficiaries it works with so that they can have more influence over the organisation’s decisions that affect them (such as the design and implementation of programme activities).  In practical terms this means building a respectful and collaborative relationship between an organisation and it’s partners / intended beneficiaries that bridges the inherent power difference between them.  It is closely associated with the concept of empowerment and the rights-based agenda of encouraging citizens to hold governments and other duty-bearers to account.  It is widely sees as one of the foundation stones of good development and humanitarian work

III Key Developments – A Timeline

1991
- Work started on drafting The Code of Conduct for the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement and NGOs in Disaster Relief 

1992
- InterAction (US coalition of International NGOs) members adopt voluntary standards of accountability to donors

1994
- Rwanda genocide and humanitarian response raise concerns about humanitarian quality and accountability


- The Code of Conduct for the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement and NGOs in Disaster Relief is published; influenced by NGO experience in Somalia’s operation ‘Restore Hope’

1997
 - ALNAP (UK) established as a forum for improving quality and accountability of  humanitarian action 

- People In Aid Code of Best Practice in human resource management launched

- Groupe Urgence-Réhabilitation-Développement (Groupe URD) formally established 

1997
- Preliminary edition of Sphere handbook with Humanitarian Charter and Minimum Standards in Disaster Relief published. The manual includes a common set of standards plus specific standards for food, shelter, health and water and sanitation.
2000
- Conference in Geneva hears Humanitarian Ombudsman Project’s findings, launches NGO Humanitarian Accountability Project (HAP) 

2003
- HAP established as a self-regulating partnership, succeeding from HAP (the project)

- Donor governments commit to accountability in the Good Humanitarian Donorship meeting in Stockholm

2004
- HAP develops certification policy 

-  Sphere project extended.  Sphere handbook revised with less emphasis on fixed quantitative standards and greater emphasis on response being appropriate to context.

2005
- Guide ‘Synergie Qualité’ published after two years work by French NGO on principles and good practice relating to humanitarian quality (ethics, governance, HR, project cycle and participation)

2009 
- 2nd review of Sphere Handbook underway.  To update the qualitative and quantitative indicators and guidance notes as needed, enhance linkages between sectors, and to iron out inconsistencies, faults and important omissions from the 2004 edition.

IV Current State of Play

Accountability initiatives abound, for a thorough ‘round-up’ please read HAP International’s 2008 Accountability Report
 .  HAP-International, ALNAP, Sphere, People in Aid, Emergency Capacity Building Project, Groupe URD, the Listening Project, Disasters and Emergencies Committee all play their part.  

One World Trust’s 2008 Global Accountability Report (GAR) sums up the current status of accountability in the sector as follows:

[Since the 1980s’] there have been major advances in extending principles of accountability to the global level.  Debates on accountability have evolved considerably and a growing body of good practice has emerged.  However, in the light of significant global challenges, global organisations must do better.  The results of the year’s Report reveal that even the top performers have only basic accountability policies and systems in place.  If global organisations are to be part of the solution to global problems, they need to work with their key stakeholders to build accountability capabilities that address both organisational and stakeholder needs  (GAR, 2008, p.9)
 .

From a recent HAP survey on perceptions of humanitarian accountability based upon 658 responses from all over the sector a very condensed summary would be the following:  Three quarters of the respondents perceived that there had been an improvement in accountability to intended beneficiaries and that this trend was likely to continue.  The great majority of respondents felt that they had sufficient personal awareness of humanitarian accountability issues, but many reported that their agencies were not yet performing adequately.  Almost three quarters of the respondents believed that there had been an increase in levels of discussion and interest around humanitarian accountability issues in 2008 when compared to previous years.

The Listening Project of the Collaborative for Development Action (CDA) represents the most extensive attempt ever undertaken to consult with, and give voice to, the views of beneficiaries of development and humanitarian aid.  The Listening Project has ‘listened’ in 13 different countries / contexts and had approx. 1,500 conversations with 3,500 people and has produced four Issues Papers
  excerpts from which illustrate some of what it feels to be a recipient of aid and shed light on what we might want to achieve by strengthening our accountability – particularly our downwards accountability.  The Issues Papers highlight four themes emerging strongly from the studies so far:

· International assistance as a delivery system emphasises speed and efficiency;

· The importance of agency presence at the community level;

· The weakness of current approaches to participation and partnership;

· The dominance of external agendas and priorities.

According to the Listening Project “Even people who have experienced rapid-onset emergencies often say that aid agencies should ‘go more slowly’, ‘invest the necessary time’ to ‘listen to people’ in order to ‘learn about the real circumstances’, and get to know people” (LP, 2008a, p. 4).  For their part, donor and aid agency staff also reported that they feel hurried by tight time-frames for proposals and pressures to use funds quickly and, as a consequence, spend less time in communities.

A strong thread to what the Listening Teams heard was ‘presence’, the reasons given for this presence being important were:

· “Be here to understand us and our needs”

· “Be here to monitor and assess impact”

· “Be here for accountability and to take responsibility”

· “Be here for colleagueship, mutual learning a partnership”

· “Be here to provide protection” (LP, 2008b).

V Key Challenges

In addition to the some of the above, organisations working to increase their accountability (particularly towards those in need of assistance) encounter the following challenges:

· Achieving a state where individuals (and thus organisations) are being more accountable and not doing more accountability

· What is an organisation’s remit to ensure (and how does it go about ensuring) accountability to communities when its projects are implemented through partners?  What does this do to relationships and what bearing does it have on legitimacy?

· Increasing accountability invariably means organisational cultural change.  Policy alone is easy but does not inspire cultural change.  What does?  And how does an organisation effectively demonstrate the value that it puts on accountability in such a way that change is effected?
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� 	One World Trust definition � HYPERLINK "http://www.oneworldtrust.org/" ��http://www.oneworldtrust.org/� 


� 	Adapted from Concern/Listen First Project � HYPERLINK "http://www.listenfirst.org/" ��http://www.listenfirst.org/� 


� 	� HYPERLINK "http://www.hapinternational.org/projects/publications.aspx" ��http://www.hapinternational.org/projects/publications.aspx� 
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