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Executive Summary 

Respondent Demographics 

The respondent pool for the survey rolled out in Rwanda consisted of 15 individuals representing 8 NGOs— 

6 funded partners and 2 operational partners. Among the individual respondents, 3 work at the 

Headquarters level, 7 at the Country Office level, and 5 at the Field Office level.  
 
Key Findings and Recommendations  

 77% of partners reported an overall positive relationship with all UNHCR offices. Notably, no 
respondents reported an unfavorable relationship with UNHCR. 

 While information is clear, understandable, and well-shared to all stakeholders through mail, 
telephone, and face-to-face meetings, partners mentioned inconsistent messaging from different 
departments within the same UNHCR office.  

 UNHCR is seen as a strong advocate for affected populations within its stated mandate, but advocacy 
on behalf of NGOs needs to be strengthened when liaising with the Government of Rwanda (GoR).  

 Partners noted that the bi-monthly UNHCR-hosted Refugee Coordination Meetings (RCMs) provide a 
valuable forum to share programmatic challenges and collaborate with various Rwandan Ministries 
and other stakeholders.  

 Greater flexibility is needed on the part of UNHCR for budget amendments in emergency contexts. 
Furthermore, to allow partners to better prioritize their programming, UNHCR should provide more 
consistent and realistic budget numbers regarding available funds for funded partners. 

 63% of respondent NGOs expect their 2016 programming budgets to be reduced by UNHCR resulting 
in an inability to provide adequate support to affected populations.  

 The UNHCR partner portal should be utilized to ensure that partner selection processes are 
consistently transparent and participatory.  

 As best practice, all partners should receive written notice of rejection or acceptance as a partner.  

What is the NGO Review Series on Partnership with UNHCR?  

Building on global field partnership surveys conducted in previous years by InterAction’s Humanitarian Partnerships 

Working Group, and complementary to HIAS’ annual quantitative survey on UNHCR-NGO partnership, this qualitative case 

study series seeks to assess partnership at the country level, particularly in the areas of information sharing and 

communication, advocacy, grants management, and partner selection processes. The goal of this undertaking is to gain a 

deeper understanding of the state of partnership from key informants, identify best practices, and provide targeted 

recommendations to further strengthen the relationship between UNHCR and partners. 

Methodology: 

Each qualitative case study is produced solely from survey data anonymously submitted by InterAction member NGO 

operational and funded partner staff at the field, country office, and headquarters levels. The case study countries were 

selected based on the following factors:  known partnership issues in the country, substantial network of InterAction 

members in the country, and diverse representation of locations based on region and portfolio size (as determined by 

UNHCR budget). The target audience for the results and recommendations are NGO staff and UNHCR leadership including 

the High Commissioner and Deputy High Commissioner, regional bureaus, partnership section, and country offices. 
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Overall Partnership with UNHCR 

NGO-UNHCR partnerships were assessed using the terms ‘favorable,’ ‘neutral,’ or ‘unfavorable. Seventy-

seven percent of respondents reported a favorable relationship with UNHCR while 23% of respondents 

reported a neutral relationship. Notably, no respondents reported an unfavorable relationship with 

UNHCR.  
 
Engagement with UNHCR positions  

 Most partners engaged with UNHCR staff at the program 

officer level (36%). Approximately 22% of respondents 

interacted with country representatives while 18% 

interacted with technical advisors. Engagement with 

cluster coordinators and budget financial officials was 

limited to around 10%. Respondents also noted they 

worked with Community Protection Officers and Education 

Officers.  

Relationship with UNHCR Offices 

Regarding relationships with particular UNHCR offices, no 

respondents reported an unfavorable relationship with 

either the UNHCR field office, UNHCR country office, or 

the UNHCR contracting teams. Two-thirds of respondents 

reported a favorable relationship with both the UNHCR 

field office and the UNHCR country office (66%). However, 

one commenter alluded to inconsistency and 

recommended the following: 

 

“Some sectors in the UNHCR field office may need better continuity planning since surge [staffing] brings about 

inconsistences in the relationship at the field level’ 

 

Relationship with UNHCR Technical Teams  

When asked to assess their relationship 

with UNHCR Technical Teams in the 

field, only 46% of respondents reported 

positive relationships. The technical 

teams with the most favorable ratings 

were protection (92%), community 

services (67%), WASH (67%), health 

(67%), and shelter and NFIs (63%). When 

respondents were asked to identify and 

comment on additional UNHCR technical 

areas, logistics and child protection 

teams also registered favorable ratings.  

 

 

 

 

UNHCR position with whom 
respondents engaged 

Number of respondents 

Program Officers 8 

Country Representatives 5 

Technical Advisors 4 
Budget/Financial Advisors 3 
Cluster Coordinators 2 
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Information Sharing and Communication  

Respondents were surveyed on the quality, extent, and coherence of UNHCR’s communication; 58% 

reported good overall information sharing and communication on the part of UNHCR, with 22% indicating 

that the quality of communication was fair. In support of UNHCR’s timely communications and messaging, 

one commenter noted:  
 

“Information is clear, understandable, and well-shared to all stakeholders through mail, telephone, and face-to-face 

meetings” 
 
One partner scored UNHCR’s communication quality as ‘poor’, yet no supporting example was provided. 
 
When respondents were asked to characterize the coherence of messaging from UNHCR Branch, Sub, and 

Field Offices to partners within their country mission,  the review was generally positive with 58% of 

respondents indicating that the extent of information sharing and coherence on the part of UNHCR is 

‘good’.  Nevertheless, one commenter cited that existing inconsistencies in communication between 

different departments  housed in the same UNHCR office affect NGO operations.   

“Messages are not coherent from different departments within the same office.”  

Best Practices and Recommendations for Improvements 
 

 
Advocacy  

This section of the survey focused on the effectiveness of UNHCR’s advocacy on behalf of both NGOs and 

beneficiaries. A majority of respondents viewed UNHCR as a sufficient advocate for affected populations 

(83%). This positive consensus is backed by comments applauding UNHCR’s current leadership and their 

active advocacy efforts and support for conflict-affected people in Rwanda. However, respondents called 

for UNHCR to focus their advocacy around addressing the causes of conflicts rather than the consequences 

of conflicts. One commenter reflected:  
 

 “While UNHCR is always concerned with saving lives and has been a strong advocate for persons in crises and 

refugees, more work is required [to encourage targets] to deal with the root causes of the conflict rather than the 

symptoms of the conflict”  

 

The evaluation of whether UNHCR is a sufficient advocate for the NGO community was also 

overwhelmingly positive with minimal criticism. Eighty-three percent of respondents indicated ‘yes’ and 

What should UNHCR STOP doing? 

•Requesting immediate information 
without giving an appropriate response 
time 

•Communicating requests  orally rather 
than in writing 

•Sending mixed messaging from different 
departments  within UNHCR 

•Sending out meeting minutes late, 
resulting in the information no longer 
being relevant because too much time 
has passed  

 

 

 

What should UNHCR CONTINUE doing? 

•Providing updates regarding UNHCR plans  

•Disseminating situation reports  and other 
reports on population movement  

•Being accessible and maintaining regular 
contact with NGOs  via meetings, emails, 
etc. 

 

What should UNHCR START doing? 

•Providing timely feedback of assessments 
performed by consultants  

•Providing more timely communication 
after meetings so the information shared 
is as relavant as possible  

•Consulting  with operational partners to 
see if activities noted in weekly reports 
are accurate to the realities of the field  

•Prioritizing information sharing on 
refugee statistics and situation reports to 
improve operational planning  

•Sharing decisions made at the country 
level with field offices  before 
implementation to  strengthen 
monitoring process  
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17% indicated ‘no.’ One respondent did express the concern that UNHCR prioritizes the needs of the GoR 

before partner needs.  

“Too often, especially with a strong government like seen in Rwanda, UNHCR caters to the Government’s needs first. 

When issues arise that may be sensitive to the GoR, UNHCR must balance having a relationship with the Rwandan 

Government alongside being an advocate on issues related to the NGO community” 

   

Of the 80% of partner organizations indicating that they engage in advocacy, all were in agreement that 

they would be willing to partner with UNHCR on joint advocacy efforts. Overall, commenters gave the 

impression that UNHCR is a strong advocate for affected populations and could be a potential partner for 

joint advocacy with NGOs.  

Best Practices and Recommendations for Improvements  

 
 
Grant Management 

In this section funded partners were surveyed on UNHCR’s grant management practices. UNHCR is viewed 

favorably in its support for organizations during grant implementation challenges by 70% of respondents, 

with mention of UNHCR assuming an ‘advisor role’ and providing necessary guidance during the process. 

Additionally, financial and program monitoring requirements during the implementation period are 

believed to be reasonable by 81% of respondents. However, despite all the positive reviews, respondents 

did highlight difficulties both where grant management practices have not been flexible enough to allocate 

additional funds for necessary programming and where process issues limited partner capacity to program 

additional resources:  
 

“There are times where a project exceeds its set budget due to the nature of the intervention and in such emergency 

situations; UNHCR needs to be flexible to approve such expenditures”  

 
 
“We have received late signature of the Partner Personnel Agreements (PPAs) and then faced subsequent pressure to 

accept funds through amendments with unreasonable time for implementation, especially in emergencies. No-cost-

extensions would help many partners better manage their grants...” 

 

The latter issue related to the reduction of allowable project management cost is particularly concerning as 

it puts partners in a situation that can jeopardize the quality and standards of programming. To address 

this, funded partners iterated that when implementation gaps are shared and there is an opportunity, 

UNHCR addresses the gaps in a budget revision.  

 

What should UNHCR STOP doing? 

•Leaving NGOs to handles issues with the 
GoR alone 

•Shying away from media attention 
regarding conditions in the refugee 
camps   

What should UNHCR CONTINUE doing? 

•  Advocating for an increase in 
humanitarian funding  

•Inviting INGOs  to meeting with donors 
and pushing for resource mobilization 
for operations  

•Including NNGOs  in advocacy 
discussions  

•Handling issues with the Government in 
a neutral manner  

•Providing capacity building for partners 

•  Advocating for the protection and rights 
of refugees and asylum seekers  

What should UNHCR START doing? 

•Working more  closely with local  
communities  to ensure  that advocacy 
messages encourage a harmonious 
existence between host communties 
and the refugee population  

•Facilitating  joint advocacy on 
fundraising with all UN agencies and the 
NGO Community  

•Being bolder in retaining an objective 
coverage of all refugees regardless of 
the Government's position  

 



5 
  

Budgeting and Funding Levels 

According to the surveyed funded partners, 63% expected their 2016 programming budget to be reduced. 

Worryingly, respondents expressed that if no additional funding is secured during the current grant, some 

organizations will have to reduce the scope of their work; this reduction will severely limit operational 

capabilities and negatively impact beneficiaries. With the understanding that allocation changes every year 

and funding is dependent on resource availability, one commenter underlined: 
 
“Due to the portfolio of persons of concerns expanding and current funding levels decreasing, partners are looking for 

additional funding sources.” 

When asked if there were unaccepted or capped items 

during the budget development stage, 50% of 

respondents indicated ‘yes.’ As shown by the graph, 

indirect costs were the item most often rejected or 

capped (27%) followed by local staff salaries and benefits 

(22%). Additional comments cite the insufficient support 

for overhead costs and the resulting financial burden it 

places on funded partners. One respondent highlighted 

an issue with limitations on in-kind contributions within 

their PPA:  

“The in-kind contributions outlined in our PPA are not fit for an increase in operational needs. For instance, UNHCR 

does not loan more vehicles even though the number of sites to travel to grows. This has created a significant gap in 

our fleet capacities and services” 
 

Further to this point, there are implications on program quality and delivery, especially for health 

interventions. Overall it is widely anticipated that the decrease in funding levels would limit the operational 

ability for NGOs to provide a similar level of support to the same number of persons. 

 Best Practices and Recommendations for Improvements 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
UNHCR Partner Selection Practices  

Funded partners were also surveyed about UNHCR’s transparency and overall ability to select and notify 

partners. While 50% of respondents indicated that UNHCR is transparent in how it selects its partners; 

approximately one-third (33%) of respondents said UNHCR was not transparent in partner selection 

practices. Seventeen percent of partners reported that they were not familiar with UNHCR’s selection 

process.  Two-thirds (66%) of respondents also agreed that UNHCR sticks to its own deadlines for partner 

Indirect 
costs 
27% 

Expatriate 
staff 

salaries/be
nefits 
14% 

Local staff 
salaries/be

nefits 
22% 

Technical 
support 

7% 

In-country 
recurrent 

admin costs 
14% 

Other 
7% 

Previously Capped or Unaccepted Budget Items 

What should UNHCR STOP doing? 

•Imposing unrealistic programmatic targets 
with limited available resources 

•Dictating how funded partners should 
allocate their budgets  

•Insisting on unrealistic expectations and 
micro-managing  

•Asking for reports and audits  on short 
notice  

•Providing mixed information on budgeting 
that is not consistent with program 
implementation   

What should UNHCR CONTINUE doing? 

•Demonstrating flexibility and  budget 
realignment in order to achieve 
programmtic objectives  

•Ensuring that sub-agreements are signed 
in December  

•Sharing the budget allocations report at 
the end of the year  

•Supporting  the implementation of grants 
through the provision of technical support  

•Accomodating  project  amendments  

What should UNHCR START doing? 

•Increasing projct management costs and 
ensuring more NCEs are granted  

•Allowing partners to work within the 
conditions outlined in the subagreement  

•Consulting organizations when making 
decisions  related to program allocations 
and prioritization 

•Having direct discussions with IPs on fair 
allocation of programmatic resources  

•Being more reasonable in terms of 
deadlines 
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notification and selection, with only respondent in dissension. One respondent mentioned that before 

2015, selection processes were not transparent; however, there has been a positive shift in practices:  
 

“Initially, selection of partners was not exactly transparent in Rwanda, but this year, partners who meet the 

implementation requirements are selected transparently and new partnerships are communicated through meetings.”  
 
 
Fifty-eight percent of respondents indicated that UNHCR informed them of their rejection or acceptance in 

writing; although 41% of partners indicated they did not know if their organization was informed of 

rejection or acceptance.  

Out of the total number of funded partners surveyed, half of respondents did not know if the Rwanda 

country office was actively using the online UNHCR partner portal, and only 43% of the respondents said 

they received information from UNHCR on how to utilize the partner portal.  

Best Practices and Recommendations for Improvements  

 

Coordination  

While the survey did not explicitly solicit feedback on coordination, a significant number of respondents 

shared their feedback on the topic. Partners highlighted the informative and inclusive nature of the bi-

monthly Refugee Coordination Meetings (RCMs) and the extensive information sharing on emergency 

services for Burundians. However, partners asked that the same level of attention be extended to elevate 

the portfolio of the response to Congolese refugees. Partners also suggested that UNHCR continue to hold 

high-level meetings at the country-office level on a monthly basis even after the emergency period of the 

Burundian refugee influx. Furthermore, these meetings should further provide guidance and continue to 

include high technical inputs on different thematic areas. Beyond coordination between UNHCR and its 

partners, respondents noted there was solid collaboration on the part of UNHCR with government 

ministries, yet NGOs would appreciate if UNHCR facilitated more bilateral conversations between partners 

and the Government of Rwanda.  
 
Conclusion  
Overall, this report aimed to capture a snapshot of the field partnership between UNHCR and NGO partners 

in Rwanda. Following the critical examination of the survey findings, actionable recommendations were 

delineated with the goal to improve humanitarian coordination and response while strengthening the 

collaboration between UNHCR and NGO partners.  As evidenced by the results above, NGO partners feel 

that UNHCR has been a tremendous advocate for affected populations and has demonstrated willingness 

to improve in all areas of partnership.  

What should UNHCR STOP doing? 

•Proposing that partners enter sub-
partnership agreements with other 
organizations only because they work in 
the same sector  

What should UNHCR CONTINUE doing? 

•Engaging in co-design of proposals and 
project planning at every level  

•Montioring partner acitvities and 
providing appropriate feedback  

What should UNHCR START doing? 

•Treating  funded partners  as equal 
partners rather than sub-contractors  

•Hosting an orientation  for  partners on 
new forms, tools, and templates  used  

•Trying to acquire more in-depth 
knowledge of the capacity, constraints, 
modus operandi and mandates of the  
funded partners  and their personnel  


