
The model
A robust 
forecasting 
embedded in a 
clear decision- 
making process

The delivery
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Getting Ahead of Dry Spells
Today, we can predict with increasing confidence the occurrence and 
humanitarian impact of certain climatic shocks. By combining 
different analytical approaches, out-of-the-ordinary weather events 
can not only be predicted, but their projected humanitarian impact can 
proactively be mitigated based on pre-identified anticipatory actions. 

Anticipatory Activities

Acting when the time is right
The anticipatory action frameworks facilitated by OCHA establish an 
action plan that is implemented by UN agencies and their partners as 
soon as trigger conditions are met. Intended to fundamentally alter the 
trajectory of an anticipated crisis, the pre-agreed activities are primarily 
selected based on the following criteria:

Anticipatory character: Actions included in the framework 
must be effective in preventing or reducing the humanitarian 
impact of dry spells. 

Timing: Each potential action has a specific window of 
opportunity, outside of which an action loses much of its 
intended effect. This is defined in a crisis timeline. Only 
those activities that can be carried out between the trigger 
and the optimal moment for delivery of assistance are 
chosen for anticipatory action. 

Capacity: To maximize the impact of assistance, it is critical 
that UN agencies and their implementing partners have the 
institutional capacity (thematic, logistic, administrative, 
financial, human resources) to implement actions effective-
ly given the available lead time and required scale.

No regrets: In the case of a false alarm (i.e., a scenario 
where a predicted shock scenario does not materialize), the 
proposed actions can still benefit the targeted population.

Beyond meeting the above criteria, all activities included in the 
Anticipatory Action Frameworks for Malawi are designed to build on 
and reinforce the existing and functioning disaster management 
architecture, and not build parallel systems. To promote multiplier 
effects, multi-sectoral, co-targeted interventions are given priority. As 
per CERF’s rules and regulations, all activities funded by CERF must 
adhere to the fund’s life-saving criteria.

The table below provides an overview of interventions included in the 
Anticipatory Action framework for dry spells. Given the varying 
trajectories at which humanitarian needs emerge across sectors, per 
the multi-stage trigger mechanism, immediate needs are prioritized 
and addressed based on a prediction of dry spells whereas later 
evolving needs are only addressed when the occurrence of dry spells is 
confirmed by an observational data trigger.

Evaluation 
and Learning

Dry spells
have been defined as 14 consecutive days with 
0 to 2 millimeters of cumulative rainfall

Building on growing evidence that acting prior to the onset of a predict-
able, severe hazard is significantly more (cost-)effective than tradition-
al humanitarian response, OCHA is facilitating the setup of multiple 
Anticipatory Action frameworks that, upon being activated, are 
implemented with funds allocated from CERF. Beyond CERF, other 
donors are encouraged to contribute funds to the frameworks within 
their own established criteria and in complementarity.

The framework for dry spells in Malawi, a country that is highly 
vulnerable to climate risk, was designed by humanitarian partners 
under the leadership of the Resident Coordinator, in collaboration with 
the Government of Malawi and with support by OCHA and technical 
partners. The framework was endorsed by the Resident Coordinator 
and pre-approved by the Emergency Relief Coordinator for the 
2021/2022 rainfall season.¹ 

The Trigger Mechanism

Knowing when to act
Each of the anticipatory action frameworks involves setting up a 
trigger mechanism that corresponds directly to the hazard(s) expected 
to emerge in the targeted regions. Built around pre-established 
thresholds for action, the mechanism enables the activation of the 
framework and release of pre-agreed finance for activities designed to 
mitigate the humanitarian impacts of a shock on the most vulnerable 
communities.     

The trigger model for dry spells during the 2021/22 rainfall season 
uses an innovative hybrid trigger model, comprising of a predictive and 
observational component, each of which signals the activation of a 
specific package of the pre-agreed action plan, ensuring that activities 
are implemented when they are most effective. 

While closely related, each trigger component is evaluated 
independently, meaning that whether a component is met and funding 
is released does not affect the ability for the other trigger components 
to be met. A partial activation of the action plan is possible. 

OCHA invests in documenting evidence and learning from all frameworks. In 
line with the Emergency Relief Coordinator’s vision for moving from a reactive 
to an anticipatory humanitarian system, each framework seeks to provide 
evidence that collective anticipatory humanitarian action at scale works, and 
that the anticipatory approach leads to a faster, more efficient (cheaper), and 
more dignified response.

Predictive trigger is 
forecast-informed and based 
on the probability of the 
shock event occurring. If the 
pre-specified probability 
threshold is met/surpassed, 
then the framework is 
activated. 

Observational trigger is 
based on measures capturing 
observable facts, such as a 
shock having occurred. If the 
specific threshold for this 
event is met/surpassed, then 
the framework is activated. 

Stage I
In mid-November or 
mid-December, if the 
predictive trigger is met for 
forecasted risk of dry spells 
events in January or February, 
respectively, then dedicated 
funds are released for 
pre-agreed activities by the 
Protection and Water, 
Sanitation and Hygiene 
(WASH) sectors, prior to the 
predicted shock. This 
provides approx. 45 to 75 
days of lead time to get ahead 
of the shock as well as its 
short-term/immediate 
impacts.

Stage II
Starting in January, if the 
observational trigger is met, 
meaning that dry spells have 
occurred in either January 
and/or February, then 
dedicated funds are released 
for the commencement of 
activities by the Food 
Security & Livelihoods (FSL) 
and Nutrition sectors. 
Activities, which take place 
after the shock, are 
specifically designed to 
mitigate medium-term/evolv-
ing humanitarian impacts 
before they reach their 
respective peaks.  

1  The framework will be reviewed for the 2022/2023 season to allow for improvements 
based on learnings from the first year.
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Vulnerable people, especially 
women and girls, benefit from 
mitigated GBV and protection 
risk

UNFPA
• Distribution of 

dignity kits to women and girls
• Quick re-orientation 

of PSEA and GBV prevention 
and management standards 
for emergency responders

• Strengthening of 
monitoring and referral 
mechanisms

• Community 
outreach 

Vulnerable people in targeted 
communities have improved 
access to water for drinking, 
sanitation and personal hygiene 
and benefit from improved 
water management 

IOM/UNICEF
•  Reparation and/or maintenance 

of communal water schemes
• Training of water 

point committees
• Rehabilitation and 

upgrading of non-functional 
water schemes in selected 
institutions serving rural 
communities (including 
technical training for 
maintenance)

• Implementation of 
hygiene promotion campaign 
(including training for water 
committees)

The livelihoods and food 
security of vulnerable people in 
targeted communities is 
safeguarded against the impact 
of dry spells

FAO/WFP
•  Input & technical support for 

winter farming
• Timely unconditional 

cash assistance 

Vulnerable people, especially 
children under 5, pregnant and 
lactating women, and 
adolescents, benefit from 
reduced malnutrition

UNICEF/WFP
•  Screenings and referrals of 

children under 5
• Timely provision of 

RUTF to at risk children
• Refresher trainings 

to frontline workers 
• Individual and 

group counselling on MIYCAN 
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