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Introduction:
With the NGOs and Humanitarian Reform Project closure on 31 October 2010, ICVA and the Permanent Mission of Switzerland to the United Nations in Geneva hosted an event on 21 October 2010 to capitalise on the work of the project. The meeting brought together donors, UN agencies, NGOs, and the Red Cross/Red Crescent Movement to look at the work and lessons learned from the project, as well as to discuss next steps for improving humanitarian reform. Following a brief overview of the project, three panels looked at coordination and the cluster approach; humanitarian financing; and leadership, with the themes of partnership and accountability running throughout the day. This note provides a summary of the main discussions, conclusions, and recommendations from the meeting.
Panel 1: Coordination and the Cluster Approach
Confusion Persists Around Clusters
Five years on, there remains a surprising lack of knowledge of humanitarian reform and coordination in general. The result was that the Humanitarian Reform Officers of the NGOs and Humanitarian Reform Project (NHRP) spent a considerable amount of their time in Afghanistan, the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), Ethiopia, and Zimbabwe working on getting the knowledge level up. Given the huge amount of staff turnover, humanitarian organisations could be doing more to ensure their staff have the basic levels of knowledge about humanitarian reform.

While the framework for the clusters exists, there is a lack of clarity around the details of clusters, which means that there are many interpretations of the clusters. The scope of clusters is extremely wide, which means there is “a little bit of everything” so nothing seems to get done properly. Some, for example, do not think that clusters should be used to decide on project proposals for pooled funding mechanisms. There is an opportunity now to take up the many issues that have arisen and provide the necessary detail around clusters. It was also suggested, however, that instead of focusing on more guidelines, the humanitarian community needed to focus on getting the right people with the right capacities on the ground. After all, we are supposed to be about outcomes and impact for affected populations.
Disconnect Between Headquarters and the Field 

A disconnect exists between the headquarters level – where guidance is written – and the field. At the field level, there is a fatigue of meetings and internal processes, which was likened to “people in need being a very small circle with coordination being a big mushroom on top where humanitarian staff get stuck.” It was suggested that when humanitarians cannot move to areas where there are needs (as has happened in many situations), that we tend to focus on process. In order to get past this tendency to work on process, it was suggested that we should decide to what level of coordination we will get and ensure that we go no further, as there is a need to be realistic about what coordination can achieve. It was also noted that coordination usually works at the field level and it is only when one gets to the capital or Geneva that it does not work as well.
Clusters Should Not be Seen as the Only Game in Town
One of the advantages noted with the cluster approach was that it has gotten the three “pillars” of the humanitarian system talking much more. However, the clusters are not, and should not, be seen as “the only game in town.” There remains a challenge to connect the different coordination mechanisms that do exist – for example, within the Red Cross/Red Crescent Movement or the NGO community – and to make the most of these efforts. Too often, coordination is equated with clusters, which is not necessarily helpful.
Changing Our Viewpoint
The frame in which the discussions have taken place throughout the reform discussions have been largely about the “UN” and the “non-UN”. It was suggested that, in order to identify challenges and to try and overcome them, it might be more constructive to look at the different perspectives of “nationals” and “foreigners.” Maybe we should be starting our discussions from the other end and asking what local and national organisations are doing and see how we fit in. Instead, humanitarians often come in with our own systems and impose a language barrier, which results in many national organisations doing their own thing instead of trying to get engaged in these ‘foreign’ systems.
Coordination is a Means to an End

It is often forgotten that coordination should be a means to an end and not an end in itself. Coordination tends to be most effective when it as close as possible to where the needs are. People in must be at the centre of that coordination and our focus: this point seems to get lost too often in clusters and coordination systems. A gap has been created between the humanitarian reform structures and the existing domestic systems. We need to somehow bridge that gap and adapt the international humanitarian reform structures to those structures that already exist.
Panel 2: Humanitarian Financing

Agility of Financing Mechanisms

There continue to be discrepancies in the manner in which funds are disbursed for various pooled funds. The Ethiopia Humanitarian Response Fund was noted as one of the fastest for the disbursement of emergency funds, while NGOs have waited up to six months for CERF disbursements to be passed through UN agencies. Additionally, it was noted that Emergency Response Funds (ERFs) work very differently in different countries and that consistency between them could be useful.

Differences in Reporting between NGOs and the UN
Throughout the project, HROs have noted that there tends to be a discrepancy between the way that NGOs are required to report on the use of pooled funds and the way in which UN agencies are required to report. While in some cases, such as with the Zimbabwe ERF, these discrepancies have been addressed, they continue to persist elsewhere.
Lack of National NGO Access to Funds
One of the biggest remaining challenges with regards to pooled funds is enabling more consistent access to pooled funds to national NGOs (NNGOs). While in DRC, for example, the percentage of NNGO projects being funded has increased, the numbers continue to remain low. 
Flash Appeals and NGOs

It was questioned as to why there are not many NNGOs project appearing in Flash Appeals. Given that many international NGOs often do not know about the Flash Appeal (even though they are generally aware of the UN’s financing systems), the question has to be asked what is being done to proactively engage both national and international NGOs in the development of such Flash Appeals at the country level.

The Financial Tracking System
A criticism was raised that NGOs are not systematically reporting through the Financial Tracking System (FTS). It was noted that for those NGOs that have made an effort to report through the FTS, there is a great deal of work that is required to fit into the FTS. Making the FTS more adaptable to the various reporting systems that exist might prompt more reporting by NGOs. 
Panel 3: Leadership
The findings and conclusions of the draft NHRP study on leadership, Fit for the Future: Strengthening the Leadership Pillar of Humanitarian Reform, were presented by its author Andy Featherstone. The final version of the paper can be found at: <www.icva.ch/doc00004527.pdf>.
The Only Pillar Still to be Evaluated
The leadership pillar of humanitarian reform remains the only one still to be evaluated. Steps have been taken with the creation of the Humanitarian Coordinator Pool to address this pillar of reform, but more needs to be done for it to be really used consistently. It was suggested that NGOs should write to the Emergency Relief Coordinator and ask her to carry out an evaluation of the leadership pillar of reform.
The HC Pool

One of the findings of the leadership study was that NGOs should put forward more candidates for the Humanitarian Coordinator (HC) Pool. It was noted that there is a level of frustration among NGOs that the HC Pool does not even seem to be looked at when it comes to big emergencies, as was the case with Haiti. OCHA pointed out that a number of candidates had been looked at in the HC Pool for Haiti, but some of those were not interested and some were not released by their organisations. This information was new to many of those in the room and it was suggested that there needs to be better communication when HC Pool candidates are considered for HC positions to at least let people know that the Pool is being used to some extent.
HC Accountability
The relationship between the Emergency Relief Coordinator and Humanitarian Coordinators is seen as too distant. There is a need to somehow provide more support to HCs and to find ways for the ERC to carry out evaluations of their work. It was suggested that it would probably be useful to have some sort of surge capacity to help those HCs that are also Resident Coordinators (RCs) on issues like humanitarian principles, response, etc. in the midst of an emergency.
Changing the UN’s Personnel Systems
The challenge of the UN’s personnel systems remains one that continues to thwart many of the efforts around leadership. Until there are efforts to change the system to be more flexible and to allow those with leadership skills to be placed in the appropriate positions quickly, many of the existing challenges will remain.
The Importance of Humanitarian Country Teams

The role of Humanitarian Country Teams (HCTs) in leadership was seen as key, but it was also noted that there needs to be more consistent representation at HCTs and HCTs need to be held accountable as the most important body. It was, however, also pointed out that in terms of accountability lines, there remains work to do. For example, NGOs should find a way to hold their representatives at the HCT accountable in some ways and UN agencies should do the same. Currently, UN agencies seem to prioritise the UN Country Team, with too little attention being given to HCTs. There needs to be a shift in prioritisation for all involved in HCTs. 

In most countries, it was pointed out that there has been progress made, but there is still a need to have a “team” to get results, but we have not arrived at that point yet. If everyone treated humanitarian response as a team effort that focused on results, instead of a process, we might get better results. The biannual retreats of the Ethiopia HCT were cited as a positive example of trying to build a real “team.”
Main Conclusions:
It is clear that there are discussions taking place on reform issues in different forums, including around Haiti, the Cluster Evaluation Phase Two, the Inter-Agency Standing Committee (IASC), and the NGOs and Humanitarian Reform Project (NHRP). The IASC is a particularly important forum to take these various discussions forward. It was also suggested that the OCHA Donor Support Group (ODSG) is another important forum where a number of these recommendations and conclusions could and should be taken up.
· Fill gaps in humanitarian reform: The humanitarian reform was built on the Humanitarian Response Review, which focused on the international system. The result, therefore, is that humanitarian reform has been built on the international response system. If we want to be more serious about working through national (“domestic”) partners, we need to find ways to fill gaps that the humanitarian reform has left. 
· Putting affected populations at the centre of response: We need to think of where we want to be five years from now and then figure out what we want to change. It is not necessarily an overhaul of humanitarian reform that we need, but a perhaps more of a re-jigging/tweaking so that we put affected populations at the centre of response and adapt our systems to meet their needs. Since there have been good things done with the humanitarian reform efforts, we should “not throw the baby out with the bathwater.”

· Ensuring basic knowledge of humanitarian reform mechanisms: Humanitarian organisations could be doing more to ensure that all their programme staff have the basic levels of knowledge about humanitarian reform mechanisms.
· Making clusters more adaptable: How can we adapt clusters so that they can fit into existing structures so that we do not impose structures in a humanitarian response?

· The role of development actors: Development actors, and particularly UNDP, have a crucial role to play in terms of understanding what structures and domestic partners are in place before a crisis so that humanitarians can be helped to adapt to those structures. The relationship between national NGOs and Resident Coordinators (RCs), for example,  can be strengthened so that there are relationships established before a crisis, which can then be built upon.
· Streamlining coordination: It was agreed that there is a need to streamline coordination to make it less burdensome. What is the role of OCHA in ensuring that coordination is made as efficient as possible? While clarifying guidance on clusters was suggested (so it is clear what clusters should do, i.e. should clusters be responsible for deciding on funding?), what can we do to make sure any such guidance is simple and the process of developing it does not fall into the trap of becoming too “UN-ised”?
· Information management systems:  There is a need to make information management systems – from basic “who, what, where” to the Financial Tracking System – accessible and useful for all within the humanitarian system.
· Leadership: In order to get the right people in place at the right time means making personnel systems – in the UN and within NGOs – more appropriate. For qualified Humanitarian Coordinators (HC) to be put in place, it was pointed out that the UN – and the Emergency Relief Coordinator (ERC) more specifically – need to use the existing HC Pool. When Pool candidates are approached, this information should be made known so that people know the Pool is being used. It was suggested that one way to push the leadership issue is to get the ERC to commission an evaluation of the HC/leadership pillar of humanitarian reform: the only remaining pillar to be evaluated.
· Humanitarian Country Teams (HCTs): There is a need for HCTs to be held accountable as the most important body in-country and they need to be consistently strategic. Those participating need to look at their own commitment and accountability to HCTs. 
· Financing Mechanisms: There should be more consistency in approaches between the Emergency Response Funds (ERFs) and reporting requirements should be made the same for NGOs and UN agencies. Access to pooled funding mechanisms should be improved for national NGOs with the support of UN agencies and international NGOs. Questions remain as to whether clusters should be used as the decision-making bodies for project proposals to pooled funding mechanisms.
· NGOs’ commitment: NGOs need to make sure that they get their senior staff to commit to prioritising their participation in HCTs and other coordination mechanisms, including clusters, in order to get results. There is a need to ensure that NGOs hold their staff accountable for these responsibilities.
It was suggested that the original recommendations from the NHRP mapping study should be revisited to see if they are still applicable and how they, and the conclusions from this meeting, potentially fit with the Cluster Evaluation Phase Two and the Haiti Lessons Learned exercise of the IASC (see Annex 1).

Annex 1: 
Recommendations from the NGOs and Humanitarian Reform Project
Synthesis Report: Review of the Engagement of NGOs with the Humanitarian Reform Process, October 2009 and Their Applicability at the End of the Project, October 2010
Each of the numbered recommendations are from the Synthesis Report, October 2009; the bullet(s) below each refers to the recommendation’s applicability at the end of the NGOs and Humanitarian Reform Project, October 2010.

Leadership

1 The ERC should apply Inter-Agency Standing Committee (IASC) standards for the appointment of HCs and only appoint people with substantial humanitarian experience and should ensure that monitoring mechanisms in the HC Compacts for assessing the performance and quality of Humanitarian Coordinators’ leadership are effectively applied. 

· This recommendation still applies, particularly as HCs with limited humanitarian experience continue to be appointed, even in large-scale emergencies. The performance of HCs still requires better assessment.

2 UN agencies in the IASC should abandon the double-hatted RC/HC model as the norm and separate the roles to allow for strong humanitarian leadership.

· It seems that this recommendation is unlikely to be applied, but there remains a need for separate HCs to be used more frequently than is currently the case, especially in large emergencies that require a full-time HC. A Deputy Humanitarian Coordinator should be given due consideration in such cases.
3 The ERC, UN agencies, global cluster leads and donors should ensure clusters have dedicated cluster leadership; accountability of the cluster lead to the HC; and a collaborative approach following the Principles of Partnership. 

· While some cluster lead agencies are ensuring dedicated cluster leadership, it is not yet consistently applied. There could be clarification of this recommendation to suggest at what level (national, for example) that dedicated leadership should be applied. 

· The accountability of the cluster lead agency to the HC remains an area for improvement.

· While the Principles of Partnership are being followed in some clusters, they are still not consistently being applied.

Coordination

4 The role of co-leads or co-chairs of clusters at the field level needs to be clarified and donors should ensure financial support for NGO cluster co-leads or co-chairs.

· This recommendation still applies. While some efforts have been made, there remains a lack of clear guidance/policy on NGO co-leads or co-chairs. Donor support for such positions has been provided in some instances, but remains inconsistent.

5 By the end of 2010, the Emergency Relief Coordinator, together with Humanitarian Coordinators and the IASC must ensure that Humanitarian Country Teams are formed and involve NGOs in a meaningful way, in line with the Principles of Partnership.

· Many countries have HCTs in place, but HCTs are not always given adequate priority by UN agency heads in-country. HCTs are often still not used as the main humanitarian forum. Several HCTs can be considered to involve NGOs in a meaningful way, in line with the PoP, but that approach is still not consistently applied across all countries.

6 International NGOs and UN agencies should identify ways to better involve their national partners in humanitarian coordination and reform mechanisms to promote more effective humanitarian responses.

· This recommendation still applies. Efforts have been, and continue to be made, to better involve national partners, but more work remains to be done.
7 Donors should increase their engagement with the humanitarian reform process at the country level to provide more consistent support.

· Are there ways in which donors can further support humanitarian coordination mechanisms?
8 Through their position on UN agencies’ executive boards, donors should hold UN agencies to account for applying the Principles of Partnership as endorsed by the Global Humanitarian Platform in 2007, as a means of improving the effectiveness of coordination mechanisms and the participation of local, national and international NGOs.

· This recommendation still applies. To date, it does not seem that any UN agencies are consistently held to account by executive boards (or donors) for applying the PoP.

Accountability
9 HCs, Humanitarian Country Teams, clusters and donors should ensure that funding procedures enable aid agencies to consult with, and respond to, feedback from crisis-affected communities, as well as ensuring projects reflect their priorities. 

· In some cases this recommendation has been applied, but in too many cases still, there is not necessarily the time built in, nor the resources adequately allowed to be built into projects, to allow consultation with affected populations. Too often still, projects are more about meeting the donor’s priorities than necessarily those of the population.

10 International NGOs and the main accountability initiatives should work closely with UN actors to improve accountability and transparency to crisis-affected populations within humanitarian reform mechanisms, and advocate for the replication of good models. 

· Some progress has been made on this recommendation, especially through discussions and commitments in the Inter-Agency Standing Committee Working Group on accountability to populations, but more work remains to be done.

Funding

11 Donors should ensure flexibility and diversity in funding mechanisms, especially pooled funds, so as to facilitate access by NGOs – particularly local and national NGOs.

· While some flexibility is built in, there remain difficulties for local and national NGOs, and often international NGOs, in accessing pooled funds and other funds. There has been a diversity of funding mechanisms, which is positive.

12 Like UN agencies, international NGOs should be transparent about documenting onward funding to national or local NGOs and should provide adequate overhead costs. 

· Some NGOs and UN agencies have increased their transparency of onward funding, but more work remains to be done. 

13 By the end of 2010, UN agencies receiving bi-lateral funds or donor funding via the CERF and pooled funds should be required by donors to provide evidence of the speed and transparency with which funding is passed through to NGOs.

· Not clear to which extent donors have required this evidence and it still remains unclear how much UN agencies actually report on onward funding to NGOs of CERF and pooled funds.

14 UN agencies should standardise their procedures for funding NGOs to reduce transaction costs so as to increase the access of national NGOs to these funds and to avoid the negotiation of overhead costs on a case-by-case basis.

· The Harmonised Approach to Cash Transfers can be seen as one way to standardise procedures, but it not necessarily reducing transaction costs. In addition, overhead costs continue to be negotiated.

15 Direct bilateral donor funding to NGOs should also be reformed to promote adequacy, responsiveness and timeliness. In particular, flexible and predictable funding should be provided to build NGO humanitarian capacity over the longer-term and enable speedy response in fast-breaking emergencies – neither of which are comparative advantages of the UN pooled funds.

· Some efforts have been made in this regard, for example, through the Consortium of British Humanitarian Agencies, but there is more work for this recommendation to be implemented fully.
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