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CAP Mid-Year Review, Geneva, 21 July 2009

Address by Misikir Tilahun, Africa Humanitarian Action

Let me start off by thanking the Emergency Relief Coordinator, John Holmes, for inviting me to this CAP Mid-year review. I am very grateful for the opportunity to speak at this session on behalf of my organisation, Africa Humanitarian Action (AHA), and particularly to be able to bring the perspective from my national and local NGO colleagues.

In the interest of time, I will only raise a few key issues around some hopeful signs in the Consolidated Appeals Process, and also around some of the challenges NGOs are facing in this process. 

First, the positive trends: NGOs welcome the increased attention to the participation of NGOs in the CAP, and the growing number of NGOs that are part of the CAP is a very encouraging development. It is a sign of growing partnership between UN agencies and NGOs, and of joint coordination to plan and strategise according to needs. Presumably, it also allows the CAP to present a more comprehensive picture of assessed needs which, in turn, allows for a more evidence-based resource allocation by donors.
Another positive trend in the CAP is what we are seeing here today. Mr. Holmes pointed out in his opening remarks that OCHA is using this Mid-Year Review Forum to provide an in-depth analysis on immediate humanitarian needs and funding priorities. We hope this will provoke Member States to act on the most immediate needs first. 

As we move forward in the process, we hope there will also be more analysis on the trend of growing NGO participation in the CAP. Why have more NGOs joined the CAP? Although closer partnerships between the UN and NGOs may be one reason, there may also be other motivations, perhaps less positive ones, that have prompted NGOs to join the CAP. 
For example, because of limited institutional capacity for fundraising, some NGOs may think that they can profile themselves better through the CAP and be in an advantageous position for competition over funds with other humanitarian agencies. Donors may also have put more pressure on NGOs to participate in the CAP. But is that always a good thing for NGOs, especially when the UN humanitarian efforts in some cases may be politicised when the UN is not primarily seen as an impartial humanitarian actor? 

We believe these and other related questions are critical to analyse and understand before we can assume that increased NGO participation automatically signifies that the system is running smoothly. The information and analysis that will be gathered and developed should, in my view, be further discussed in forums such as the IASC and should provide a basis for further ideas and suggestions on how the CAP process can be further improved.
Perhaps I should pause here to briefly discuss my organization’s experiences with consolidated appeals. In his opening remarks, Mr. Holmes mentioned that AHA places some projects in some appeals, like the Sudan, but not in others. The question is, why? 

I’m afraid my answer may sound so simplistic, but I am convinced that it is perhaps the most likely answer you will get if you were to ask the same question amongst local, national, and regional NGOs in Africa. The answer is: lack of institutional capacity.

As most of you know, the CAP – and indeed other consolidated appeal mechanisms – involve time consuming and intensive processes. There are lengthy meetings to attend, complex paperwork to complete, and strict deadlines to meet. This labour intensive process requires both skilled and adequate staff. In turn, deploying skilled and sufficient staff requires resources. Unfortunately, the resources that local and national NGOs are able to galvanise are almost always tied to earmarks and line-items in project proposals.
Despite many commitments from donors, multi-lateral institutions, and international NGOs, funds for institutional capacity enhancement continue to elude us. Without such funds, local and national NGOs continue to struggle in the areas of research, project design, programme development and information technology.

Simply put, despite our wish to engage in all the appeals available in the countries we work in, the harsh reality of the financial and human resources we operate with, limits the extent of our engagement.
Therefore, the real underlying question should be: what are donors, multi-lateral institutions and international NGOs doing to support local and national NGOs in meeting their overhead requirements and enhancing their overall institutional capacity? I offer that as yet another item for analysis by all humanitarian stakeholders.

For national and local NGOs, there may be additional barriers that make their participation more difficult. As with other UN processes, such as the clusters, these obstacles range from practical issues such as the use of English (including the jargon of the international humanitarian community) as the only language at CAP workshops, to the more political issue of not yet being treated as an equal partner by international agencies. As part of our exercise to analyse NGO participation in the CAP, we should also look at the participation of national and local NGOs and how many of their projects are financed through the CAP.
This issue brings me to the wider point of financing national and local NGOs. Last year, as part of the Good Humanitarian Donorship process, Abby Stoddard reviewed several mechanisms for humanitarian financing. She found (quote) that “Local NGO participation and capacity building for indigenous humanitarian response continue to receive lip service, but have not been seen to benefit in any significant way by the new mechanisms to date, or show much promise of future benefits from the financing system as it is currently configured.”

In particular, I would like to highlight three issues:
1. As I stated above, what are international agencies doing to support national and local NGOs in terms of paying overheads or to support and cover costs that allow them to strengthen their institutional capacity?
2. How can the new funding such as pooled funds and ERFs be made more accessible for national and local NGOs? And
3. What (other) measures rest at the disposal of donor governments to ensure that international humanitarian action supports the efforts of national and local actors?
In our 15 years of experience, our only source of funding for institutional capacity building came in a one-off donation from a local African businessman in 2007. Our pleas for such resources in the international arena have been heard, but have yet to be met with action.

Addressing these issues would go beyond the topic of this meeting, but I suggest that in the coming months, the dialogue between UN agencies, NGOs, and donors, looks at these questions as a matter of priority.

I thank you for your attention.

