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Caption 1 Six months after the floods, fields in Nsanje District, Malawi still had not begun producing yields.   
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under map 

Every Start Fund project can access an optional 1% learning budget to conduct activities to improve 
the evidence-base for lessons learned in the field or increase beneficiary influence. Emphasis is 
placed on making programmatic improvements to emergency response within the project’s specific 
context and disseminating lessons through the Network. 
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As with all 1% Learning Reports, the recommendations contained within this case study represent 
the views of the members who participated and not necessarily the entire Network or the Start 
Team. 
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In January 2015, floods in Malawi and Mozambique caused mass displacement, ultimately 
affecting over 1 million people and destroying the vast majority of agricultural livelihoods. The 
Start Fund was alerted on January 16 and activated £700,000 the next day, the largest single 
activation to date and over a fifth of all funds spent in the first year. On May 12, the L&E 
Committee conducted its normal peer-review of the response, and a number of key questions 
arose. With their approval, the Monitoring and Evaluation team at Action Against Hunger 
decided to launch a learning exercise from July 11-18 using the 1% learning budget. A bespoke 
methodology was developed for the Start Fund’s first ever peer field review. The pilot was 
successful and led to a number of key findings. 

Copy Developing and piloting a Peer Field Review Methodology 
 
The ACF-UK MEL team developed a bespoke methodology that included facilitating a desk review, 
semi-structured interviews, inter-agency exchange visit and a regional learning workshop in Malawi. 
Rather than an extractive process, the review required all Start Fund project leads in-country to be 
part of the review team to provide joint data collection and analysis, thus making it a peer field review 
in line with the Start Fund’s principle of peer review. 
 
The objectives of the peer field review were threefold: (1) to determine the extent to which the Start 
Fund contributed (positively or negatively) to the evolution of the crisis within the context of the overall 
relief efforts; (2) to identify factors that influence the likelihood of sustainability and impact; (3) to 
understand people’s perceptions about the response, with a focus on the extent to which their needs 
and rights have been supported and well-being strengthened since the disaster occurred. 
 
A series of 12 interviews were conducted with representatives from the British and Malawi 
governments, four UN agencies and three NGOs that responded independently from the Start Fund. 
Twenty-one participants from Malawi, Mozambique and the UK met in Blantyre, Malawi to take part in 
exchange visits to their peers’ intervention sites and discuss the response with the people that were 
affected. Interviews with each Start Fund project lead culminated in a regional learning workshop to 
begin to answer the review’s key questions. 
 

Piloting a Start Fund Peer Field Review  
Methodology for the Malawi & Mozambique 
Flood Response
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Every Start Fund project can access an optional 1% learning budget to conduct activities to 
improve the evidence-base for lessons learned in the field or increase beneficiary influence. 
Emphasis is placed on making programmatic improvements to emergency response within the 
project’s specific context and disseminating lessons through the Network.

suMMary Of tHe Peer field review rePOrt 
PrePared by MattHew Kletzing

Six months after the floods, fields in Nsanje District, Malawi still had not begun 
producing yields.

in january 2015, floods in Malawi and Mozambique 
caused mass displacement, ultimately affecting 
over 1 million people and destroying the vast 
majority of agricultural livelihoods. the start fund 

was alerted on january 16 and activated £700,000 the 
next day, the largest single activation to date and over 
a fifth of all funds spent in the first year. On May 12, 
the l&e committee conducted its normal peer-review 
of the response, and a number of key questions arose. 
with their approval, the Monitoring and evaluation 
team at action against Hunger decided to launch a 
learning exercise from july 11-18 using the 1% learning 
budget. a bespoke methodology was developed for the 
start fund’s first ever peer field review. the pilot was 
successful and led to a number of key findings.

developing and piloting a Peer field review 
Methodology
The ACF-UK MEL team developed a bespoke methodology that 
included facilitating a desk review, semi-structured interviews, 
inter-agency exchange visit and a regional learning workshop in 
Malawi. Rather than an extractive process, the review required all 
Start Fund project leads in-country to be part of the review team 
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As with all 1% Learning Reports, the recommendations contained within this case study represent the views of the  members who participated and not necessarily the entire Network or the Start Team.
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to provide joint data collection and analysis, thus making it a peer 
field review in line with the Start Fund’s normal approach.

The objectives of the peer field review were threefold: (1) to 
determine the extent to which the Start Fund contributed 
(positively or negatively) to the evolution of the crisis within 
the context of the overall relief efforts; (2) to identify factors 
that influence the likelihood of sustainability and impact; (3) to 
understand people’s perceptions about the response, with a 
focus on the extent to which their needs and rights have been 
supported and well-being strengthened since the disaster 
occurred.

A series of 12 interviews were conducted with 
representatives from the British and Malawi 
governments, four UN agencies and three NGOs 
that responded independently from the Start 
Fund. Twenty-one participants from Malawi, 
Mozambique and the UK met in Blantyre, 
Malawi to take part in exchange visits to their 
peers’ intervention sites and discuss the 
response with the people that were affected. 
Interviews with each Start Fund project lead 
culminated in a regional learning workshop to 
begin to answer the review’s key questions.

Every stakeholder group consulted shared differing perceptions 
about the response, but common threads emerged throughout, 
especially related to speed and quality of assistance, 
coordination, information management, crisis anticipation and 
linking preparedness, response and recovery.
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triangulated MetHOlOgy

summary of findings and recommendations from 
the Peer field review

CoNtributioN of the Start fuND  
to the evolutioN of the CriSiS

l timing and Speed: Initially responding with internal funds 
before the Start Fund was activated, NGOs that received Start 
Fund projects were able to continue operating and scale-up their 
responses without waiting for other resources. 
l filling a funding gap: Linked to speed and timing, the Start 

Fund contributed to filling a gap for agencies 
that were implementing projects by bridging 
between their internal contingency funds and 
resources mobilised from other donors.
v Pre-existing presence: In all but one case, 
it was found that the pre-existing presence 
of Start Fund projects helped to kick-start 
response to those affected quickly.
l linking response to recovery: 
During the 45 day timeframe of Start Fund 
projects, nearly all the activities agencies 
undertook were for immediate response. 
In the meantime, agencies were able 
to leverage additional funding, both for 
continuing their responses and for the 

longer-term recovery work.
l leveraging other resources: Agencies reported that because 
the Start Fund allowed them to get up and running quickly, they 
were able to demonstrate to other donors their added value, 
which contributed to the success of receiving onward funding.
l information sharing and awareness raising: In the context 
of poor information management, those implementing projects 
shared that the Start Fund’s processes initially allowed them 
to share information about which agencies were responding in 
which areas and the nature of the relief provided.
l adapting and being flexible: Projects were able to adapt to 
emerging needs in the context of coordination breakdowns and 
lack of good information management, as well. This flexibility 
prevented delays in seeking approval and allowed agencies to 
react more quickly to people’s needs.

faCtorS that iNflueNCeD the likelihooD  
of SuStaiNability aND iMPaCt

l Coordination: Especially at the district level, coordination 
mechanisms did not always function as planned, which effected 
the coherence of the overall response in some districts. This 
create duplication, opened gaps and sometimes catalysed 
conflict for the communities displaced by the floods.
l information management: Where poor coordination was 
an issue, it was found to be related to poor information 
management. Ultimately, this impacted on the quality and 
quantity of aid delivered to some communities and weakened 
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In a word, the Start Fund filled an important gap to save lives, alleviate suffering and protect the 
dignity of those affected by floods in Malawi and Mozambique and contributed substantially to the 
evolution of the crisis for the people it reached. Scaling-up this influence will depend largely on the 
Network’s ability to link anticipation, preparedness, response and recovery. 

Map Use the Malawi and Mozambique maps from the crisis response summary sheets 
Dot on map Use dots as indicated on the map above 
Place name Use names as indicated on the map above 
World Centred on Central Africa 
Dot on world Malawi/Mozambique 
Logo Use agencies as indicated on the map above 
Quote 1 Where poor coordination was an issue, it was found to be related to poor information management. 
Quote 2 The lack of awareness of the Start Fund in country caused a loss of 6-7 days during the most urgent 

initial stages of the crisis. 
Quote 3 Member agencies can speed up the activation of the Fund by building procedural links to the Start 

Fund alert process in their own internal emergency response activation protocols. 
Photo 2 

 
Caption 2 Women wash in one of the tributaries of the Shire river, which displaced thousands when it 

overflowed its banks in January. 
Photo 3 

 
Caption 3 In Nsanje, camps of internally displaced people still housed families six months after the floods hit. 

the accountability and feedback mechanisms to affected people.
l Contingency planning and levels of preparedness: 
Compared to Mozambique, the response in Malawi suffered from 
inadequate contingency planning, especially in terms of the relevance 
of the National Emergency Response Plan compared to the scale 
of the disaster and resources available to mobilise response.
l early warning systems: Part of the impact of the crisis on people’s 
lives and livelihoods could have been mitigated with stronger 
early warning systems to anticipate the flooding more quickly.
l resources for recovery: Resources for the recovery phase 
were inadequate and slow, which created a gap in food security. 
Those communities fortunate enough to received shelter 
support, seeds and tools were still waiting for crops to mature 
in July and still living at crisis-level nearly six months after the 
floods hit and three months after returning.
l access and procurement: With transportation links 
disconnected, access slowed response considerably, with many 
people reporting 2-3 weeks before the first assistance arrived. 
While the devastation of the floods cut off access to these 
communities, procurement also slowed response because local 
and national markets were overwhelmed. Local procurement 
is not always the best way of supporting sustainability and 
likelihood of impact.
l awareness of the Start fund: The lack of awareness of the 
Start Fund in country caused a loss of 6-7 days during the most 
urgent initial stages of the crisis, and the Start Fund could 
arguably have made a bigger impact had it been alerted earlier.
l accountability to affected people: Since accountability 
mechanisms were often linked to information management and 
coordination systems, when the latter broke down, so did the 
former. Poor accountability in this regard linked to poor quality, 
decreasing the effectiveness and relevance of the intervention.

SuMMary of reCoMMeNDatioNS for  
StreNgtheNiNg CriSiS reSPoNSe

1. Sequencing of contingency and Start funds: Member agencies 
can speed up the activation of the Fund by building procedural 
links to the Start Fund alert process in their own internal 
emergency response activation protocols. By alerting the fund at 
the same time contingency funds are accessed, agencies will not 
only be able to speed up the response but also be able to save 
their often very limited contingency funds for other disasters.
2. Myth-busting about the Start fund in-country: By increasing 
awareness about the Fund at the country level, agencies will 
be able to counteract inaccurate perspectives on the Fund. The 
focus should be on instigating ownership at the local level so that 
agencies in-country feel the Start Fund is not an external donor but 
their own peer-managed mechanism for quicker crisis response.
3. Sharing information about the Start fund response: 
Especially when information management and coordination 
becomes problematic, the Start Fund’s ability to convene quickly 
during initial crisis response is overlooked. Improving information 
sharing internally and externally would have positive benefits 
not only for improving the consistency of a Start Fund response 
across all projects (and thus at the crisis response level) but 
also provide a stronger point of leverage with governments, 
the UN and other donors. Additionally, Start Fund project leads 
in-country should be encouraged more systematically to share 
information with each other.
4. reaching affected people in 7 days: Currently, the Start Fund 
requires every project to show that it has started implementation 
within 7 days, but people affected by the floods did not start 
receiving assistance until four weeks into the response at 
times. By tightening the 7-day deadline to require agencies to 

the lack of awareness  
of the Start fund in  
country caused a  
loss of 6-7 days during  
the most urgent initial 
stages of the crisis

Women wash in one of the tributaries of the Shire river, which displaced thousands when it overflowed its banks in January.producing yields.
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Ian Simcox-Heath
Senior Start Fund MEL Officer
Action Against Hunger UK
i.simcox-heath@actionagainsthunger.org.uk

Matthew Kletzing,  
Head of MEL Services 
Action Against Hunger UK
m.kletzing@actionagainsthunger.org.uk

fOr tHe full rePOrt &  

Peer field review MetHOdOlOgy,  

Please clicK Here Or cOntact:

reach affected people in that time, the 
Start Fund may be better able to select 
projects that are able to deliver aid faster.
5. recognising the Start fund’s 
mandate: In both Malawi and 
Mozambique, some agencies felt 
compelled to wait until the government 
declarations to alert the Fund, which  
also slowed the response time. By 
recognising the important distinction 
between different humanitarian actors’ 
distinct mandates, the Start Fund may  
be able to operate more independently  
in the future.
6. Planning for recovery: The Start 
Fund’s mandate is to cover the first 45 
days of the crisis response, and agencies link their response 
to resources mobilised for recovery from other sources. By 
resourcing these types of integrated projects during selection, 
the Start Fund would be able to link its response to recovery 
more effectively and ultimately contribute to longer-term 
sustainability and likelihood of impact.
7. Preparing for and anticipating floods: Good practice for 

Member agencies  
can speed up the  

activation of the fund  
by building procedural 
links to the Start fund 
alert process in their  

own internal emergency 
response activation  

protocols

anticipating floods requires healthy early 
warning and early action systems, pre-
positioned supplies, coordinated emergency 
response and contingency plans, the ability 
to surge, organisational humanitarian 
capacity, investment in alternative means 
of transporting goods when access is poor, 
established accountability mechanisms to 
people at risk, pre-existing presence and 
relationships and functioning information 
management systems. The Start Network 
works heavily on preparedness through 
the Start Engage stream, but practical 
links with emergency response are not 
established with the Start Fund stream.

concluding remarks
In a word, the Start Fund filled an important gap to save lives, 
alleviate suffering and protect the dignity of those affected by 
floods in Malawi and Mozambique and contributed substantially 
to the evolution of the crisis for the people it reached. Scaling-up 
this influence will depend largely on the Network’s ability to link 
anticipation, preparedness, response and recovery.
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Caption 2 Women wash in one of the tributaries of the Shire river, which displaced thousands when it 

overflowed its banks in January. 
Photo 3 

 
Caption 3 In Nsanje, camps of internally displaced people still housed families six months after the floods hit. 

Photo 4 

 

 
Caption 4 The peer review team visited four communities where the Start Fund responded to hear their 

perspectives during the field review. 
Photo 5 

 
Caption 5 In Chikwawa, Christian Aid responded through its local partner, the Evangelical Association of 

Malawi. 
Contact 
caption 

For the full report and peer field review methodology, please click here or contact: 
  

Contact1 Matthew Kletzing 
Head of MEL Services 
Action Against Hunger UK 
m.kletzing@actionagainsthunger.org.uk  

Contact 2 Ian Simcox-Heath 
Senior Start Fund MEL Officer 
Action Against Hunger UK 
i.simcox-heath@actionagainsthunger.org.uk  
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