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Summary 
 
 
 
“Focus on Operationality” Briefing Papers are meant for humanitarian organisations inside Iraq, 
supporting agencies, policymakers and donors.  They provide information on current operational 
and policy challenges, as well as lessons learned and best practices drawn from recent field 
experience. They are based on ongoing consultations with a spectrum of assistance and protection 
agencies ranging from large international organisations with country-wide programming, to small 
Iraqi NGOs working on programming niches in small geographic areas.  They were researched in 
Iraq, Jordan and Kuwait between November 2007 and January 2008. 
 
Together, the field experience captured in the Briefing Papers suggests that the potential for 
operationality in Iraq is very much in the eye of the beholder.  Some organisations have adapted 
and re-adapted their operations to rapidly-changing and complex programming environments: 
others have not.  No aid worker in Iraq would claim that responding safely and effectively to urgent 
needs inside the country is easy.  But together, the lessons learned collected in the Briefing 
Papers serve to illustrate that most operational constraints can be overcome with creativity, 
flexibility, innovation, assertiveness, a focus on local solutions, and sound people management. 
 
 

1. Adapting to Insecurity in Iraq highlights lessons learned in Iraq about responding to acute 
needs in the safest possible way.  Safety and access are treated holistically. 

2. Operational Modalities in Iraq observes that when the activities of independent 
humanitarian organisations in Iraq are plotted on a map, very few parts of Iraq are truly 
off-limits to organisations that have found ways to work.  The paper focuses on lessons 
learned from field experience about how humanitarian organisations have translated 
safer access into operational capacity. 

3. Personnel Management in Iraq concentrates on lessons learned about the people upon 
which successful humanitarian operations in Iraq depend, and how effective personnel 
management has contributed to greater operationality. 

4. Interactions between Aid and Conflict in Iraq surveys interactions between aid 
programmes and the contexts of conflict in the country, and summarizes the ‘Do No 
Harm’ framework for avoiding inadvertently negative impacts on conflict. 

5. Humanitarian-Military Interactions in Iraq summarizes current issues and trends in the 
humanitarian-military interface.  It surveys threats to humanitarian space posed by the 
assistance activities of international military actors, and describes international 
guidelines meant to inform the humanitarian-military relationship. 

6. Perceptions of Humanitarianism in Iraq outlines the main findings of a field-based study 
on community-level perceptions of humanitarian actors and action conducted by the 
Humanitarian Agenda: 2015 project.   

 
“Focus on Operationality” Briefing Papers are intended as living documents that will be updated 
and added-to over time.  Readers, especially from NGOs and other operational agencies in Iraq, 
are encouraged to provide feedback, additional insights and experiences to the author, Greg 
Hansen, at ghansen@islandnet.com, and to NCCI at webmanager@ncciraq.org.  We also welcome 
suggestions from readers for additional operationality, policy or contextual issues that could 
become the subject of future Briefing Papers.   
 

We wish to thank the field workers, managers and others from participating agencies for their 
thoughtful reflection and generous contributions of learning and experience.  We hope that these 
Briefing Papers do justice to the tremendous work you have been doing in Iraqi communities in 
response to the ongoing humanitarian crisis. 



 
 
 

Acronyms / Glossary of Terms 
 

CERP - Commanders’ Emergency Response Program - funds available to US combat officers from the US 
Department of Defense budget for spending on “urgent humanitarian, relief and reconstruction 
requirements”.  CERP projects “must ensure that maximum goodwill is created”. Initially funded by cash 
seized from Saddam’s palaces, US government funding of the CERP has so far been US$2.7bn, of which 
approximately US$1.5bn has been spent as of January 2008. 

Civil Affairs – activities of a military commander that establish, maintains or influences, or exploits relations 
between military forces and civil authorities, both governmental and non-governmental, and the civilian 
population in a friendly, neutral or hostile area of operations, in order to facilitate military operations and 
consolidate operational objectives 

CMCoord – Civil-Military Coordination -essential dialogue and interaction between civilian and military actors 
in humanitarian emergencies necessary to avoid competition, minimize conflict and, when appropriate, 
pursue common goals. 

ePRT - Embedded Provincial Reconstruction Team - small versions of PRTs at the neighborhood level.  15 
ePRTs have been deployed by the US in Iraq, most in Baghdad.  ePRTs are led by Brigade Combat Team 
commanders.  They carry out “economic and capacity-building initiatives that complement Brigade Combat 
Team security operations”. 

Humanitarian principles – international norms such as humanity, impartiality, independence and neutrality 
that guide genuine humanitarian action 

Humanity – the humanitarian principle that states that human suffering must be addressed wherever it is 
found, with particular attention to the most vulnerable of the population, such as children, women and the 
elderly.  The dignity and rights of all victims must be respected and protected. 

Impartiality – the humanitarian principle that states that humanitarian assistance must be provided without 
discriminating as to ethnic origin, gender, nationality, political opinions, race or religion.  Relief of the 
suffering must be guided solely by needs, and priority must be given to the most urgent cases of distress. 

Independence – the humanitarian principle that states that humanitarian organisations must be independent 
of government policies or actions. 

Large Footprint Organisation - an organisation with a “large footprint” is one whose operationality is 
dependent on a large physical infrastructure that will attract unwanted attention and limits its flexibility.  Its 
security procedures compel visible protective and deterrence measures that are likely to imply or confirm 
affiliation with the MNF-I.  Heavily dependent on international staff and international commercial service 
providers for effectiveness, it has a “foreign” face.  The mobility and acceptance of these actors are limited.  
Organisations with large footprints in Iraq tend to fail. 

MNF-I – Multi-National Forces – Iraq – the US-led coalition of military forces in Iraq 

NGO – Non-Governmental Organisation - a legally-constituted non-profit organisation created by people or 
organisations with no participation or representation from any government in its own governance. 

Neutrality – the humanitarian principle that states that humanitarian assistance must be provided without 
engaging in hostilities or taking sides in controversies of a political, religious or ideological nature. 

PRT—Provincial Reconstruction Team - PRTs in Iraq are bases from which coalition governments, their donor 
agencies, military forces and commercial contractors seek to improve their interface with provincial / local 
governments, exerting influence on local power structures and public opinion through reconstruction and 
other projects.  Many PRT staff are military, including civil affairs troops.  There are currently 10 PRTs 
deployed in Iraq.  7 are US-led under the US Department of State.  US PRTs received US$792 million for 
operations in 2006 and 2007 for an allocated total of US$1.8bn.  However, PRTs are a major vehicle for the 
CERP and a US$125 million (2007) Quick Response Fund of the US Department of State / USAID. 

PST -  Provincial Support Team - there are 7 PSTs embedded in PRTs.  Similar to PRTs, they liaise primarily 
with provincial level officials. 

QRF - Quick Response Fund -  US Department of State / USAID funds of US$125 million for applications 
similar to the CERP. 

Small Footprint Organisation - an organisation with a “small footprint” is one whose humanitarian 
operationality is effected through acceptance, relationships, partnerships and unobtrusive protective 
strategies.  The need for a large physical infrastructure is minimized by making use of partnerships, 
community support and local commercial service providers.  Safe access is achieved through acceptance and 
unobtrusive protective strategies.  It hires and contracts locally, where possible, and it has a local face. 
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Adapting to Insecurity 
in  Iraq 

Briefing Paper    1 
   January 2008 

Background 

This Focus on Operationality Briefing Paper high-
lights  lessons learned from the experiences of 
operational humanitarian organizations in Iraq 
about responding to acute needs in the safest 
possible way.  The lessons have been drawn 
from an ongoing dialogue with field staff from 
selected organizations.  These have included 
Iraqi and international NGOs and members of 
the Red Cross / Red Crescent Movement, varying 
from very small Iraqi NGOs to large international 
organizations with country-wide programming.   

A number of cross-cutting themes emerge from 
the accounts provided by aid workers in Iraq.  
These include the importance of localized ap-
proaches, intimate knowledge of context, willing-
ness to take personal and organizational risks, 
flexible management structures, decentralization 
of security management and high quality person-
nel management.   

A companion Briefing Paper, “Operational Mo-
dalities in Iraq”, discusses how agencies have 
translated safer access into operational capacity.  
Our Operationality Briefing Paper on “Personnel 
Management in Iraq” examines more closely the 
experiences of effective operational actors in 
managing staff in Iraq’s unique and challenging 
humanitarian landscape. 

The Contextual Challenge: Reconciling Staff 
Safety with the Humanitarian Imperative 

Life-saving humanitarian operations in any war 
environment involve exposing staff and partners 
to risks and threats.  Since March 2003, at least 
94 humanitarian and human rights workers have 
been killed in Iraq, most of them Iraqi nationals.  
Targeted attacks on aid personnel have led most 
agencies to cease operations completely or to 
withdraw their international staff to a safe dis-
tance.  Where work has continued, risks have 
been transferred to Iraqi staff who now almost 
exclusively shoulder the security burden in envi-
ronments where the motives and means of hu-
manitarian work are often misunderstood, mis-
perceived or mistrusted. 

     FOCUS 

     on 

 OPERATIONALITY 

Key Lessons Learned 

 
•Access without safety & opera-
tional capacity is unsustainable.  
There is no substitute for pres-
ence. Staff security alone does 
not create safer access. Safe 
access without operational 
capacity does not help benefici-
aries.  

•Adapting to insecurity entails 
reconciling staff safety with the 
humanitarian imperative. 

•Localized humanitarian space 
& safer access have increased 
in Iraq with variations in mili-
tary activity, increased adapta-
bility of operational agencies, & 
crystallization of local power 
structures. 

•Active aid agencies have main-
tained & expanded safer ac-
cess by acceptance & protec-
tive efforts: they are not pas-
sive consumers of humanitar-
ian space. 

•It is possible & useful to have 
contact & dialogue with non-
state armed groups and local 
leaders in Iraq to make access 
safer and more sustainable. 

•Active presence does not nec-
essarily mean a large footprint 
or presenting an attractive 
target. Agencies with big foot-
prints tend to fail in Iraq. 

•A small footprint does not 
necessarily mean working invisi-
bly or in low-profile, but  in 
many areas these options 
remain important. 

•Presence without armed pro-
tection is possible in most diffi-
cult areas of Iraq for organiza-
tions that have a small foot-
print. 

 

Greg Hansen 

Photo: private collection 
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Staff security without access achieves little or no 
humanitarian impact.  Several large, well-
guarded humanitarian agencies have quit Iraq or 
maintain a presence in security “bubbles” due to 
continuing security risks and targeted attacks.   

Bunkerized agencies or those that move under 
armed protection lose meaningful access to com-
munities in need because of the way their affilia-
tions with such security actors are perceived by 
the population in much of Iraq.  By their own 
accounts, the security “bubble” that envelopes 
such agencies can indeed make them a less-
attractive target, but it also insulates them from 
their caseload and from vital information about 
the communities and contexts where they work.  
While this may not be so important for one-off 
distributions of relief goods, sustained access 
enabling sound assessments of needs, needs-
based distributions and adequate follow-up re-
quire a measure of acceptance that is not possi-
ble with such operational modalities.  Moreover, 
the evidence is far from clear as to whether such 
deterrence strategies repel attacks, or if instead 
they act as a magnet for additional security prob-
lems.   

 
The agencies that have succeeded in sustaining 
safe access and operations over time, often in 
the face of dramatic programming shocks, share  
a set of specific characteristics: 
 

• they have created and nurtured networks of 
knowledgeable and reliable local facilitators 
and fixers 

• they have nurtured a dedicated and capable 
staff, and delegate authority to the field 

The death toll has led to an increasing tendency 
among some agencies to regard staff security in 
Iraq as an end in itself, rather than as way of 
facilitating humanitarian operations in the safest 
reasonable conditions.  Preoccupation with secu-
rity — and mainly the security of international 
staff — has often eclipsed the fundamental prin-
ciple of humanity, the humanitarian imperative 
to protect and assist people in urgent need. 

Re-thinking Humanitarian Security 

Between 2004 and 2007 there was a strong 
tendency among humanitarian organisations to 
treat insecurity in Iraq as a nebulous, general-
ized, and insurmountable challenge, rather than 
as a series of serious incidents which could be 
analyzed, put into (often localized) context, and 
used as a spur to adaptations of policy and op-
erations.  Inadequately nuanced understanding 
of insecurity became a rationalization in some 
organisations for less assertiveness, creativity 
and engagement.  The tendency was reinforced 
by the decline since 2004 in the number of inter-
national humanitarian staff with any depth of 
experience in Iraq, and an evident trend toward 
risk-aversion in the organizational cultures of 
major players in the humanitarian apparatus. 

Hidden humanitarianism, stage-managed from a 
safe distance, has been a double-edged sword.  
Invisibility has enabled some humanitarian work 
in the short term, but renders it less safe and 
sustainable in the long term.  Although accep-
tance strategies have not been a panacea in 
Iraq, it has been difficult or impossible for inde-
pendent aid organisations working in a hidden or 
covert way to visibly differentiate themselves 
from political and military actors in Iraq and to 
demonstrate their good intent by being seen to 
do good work on the ground.   

Remote programming modalities, meanwhile, 
have been at odds with the operational approach 
of proximity to victims which is essential, as it 
turns out, for animating creativity, a sense of 
urgency, and a willingness to take risks.  Al-
though operational agencies maintain a pres-
ence on the ground through their national staff, 
the withdrawal of international staff and mobility 
constraints on national staff have meant incre-
mental increases in the geographic and psycho-
logical gaps between the beneficiaries and pro-
viders of humanitarian assistance. 

Lessons Learned: Nurturing Safe Access 
Since 2004 a number of international and Iraqi 
aid organizations — some very large and some 
very small — have found creative ways to strike a 
balance between the need to keep staff reasona-
bly safe in an unstable war environment while 
preserving — and even expanding — their access 
to Iraqis in need. 

Briefing Paper 1       Adapting to Insecurity in Iraq 

“Through our network of 
contacts, our NGO was able 
to respond with emergency 
relief supplies in troubled 
areas and we had no big 
problems.  But we lost this 
access after the head of our 
NGO was threatened.  He 
had become involved in 
political advocacy because 
it was easier to get funded 
for this than for relief work.  
But some people didn’t like 
that. He has now left Iraq.  
Our humanitarian work 
ended.” 

Small Iraqi NGO formerly 
active in  Baghdad & Diyala 

In some situations, theatre has been a useful and 
lighthearted way of providing information to communi-
ties, building acceptance, gaining their participation in 
decisions, and encouraging their ownership of projects.  
Creative programming options such as this can help to 
sustain and increase access over time.   

Photo courtesy of Mercy Hands for Humanitarian Aid. 

“When we do an assess-
ment, we do a distribution.  
We do our best to anticipate 
some needs before we go 
and take something with us 
so we don’t arrive with 
empty hands, asking a lot of 
questions but leaving noth-
ing behind us.  People get 
angry at that, especially in 
the hot areas.” 

Field officer with an interna-
tional NGO in Diyala 

 

“Delivery is never remote.” 

International aid worker in 
Amman 

‘Focus on Operationality’ 
Briefing Papers are meant 
for humanitarian organisa-
tions inside Iraq, supporting 
agencies, policymakers & 
donors.  They provide infor-
mation on current policy & 
operational challenges, as 
well as lessons learned & 
best practices drawn from 
recent field experience.  
They have been researched 
in Iraq, Jordan & Kuwait. 



 

 3 

Briefing Paper 1       Adapting to Insecurity in Iraq 

“We are already past the 
time when international 
staff could come back on 
work visits in Najaf.  If a 
foreigner walks down the 
street in Najaf he’ll attract a 
lot of attention and he will 
have a crowd around him.  
But it’s not because they 
want to harm him.  They’ll 
be curious!  People in Iraq 
have gotten unused to 
seeing westerners in the 
streets unless they’re 
armed.  As time passes this 
unfamiliarity with foreigners 
will just keep getting harder 
and harder for them to get 
over.” 

An international aid worker 
in Najaf 

• they monitor their local context with a high 
degree of political acuity which allows them 
to make sound programming judgments in a 
volatile environment 

• they have been able to mobilize donor re-
sources, through contact with the Amman-
based donor community or, in some cases, 
have generated funds locally inside Iraq. 

 
Access without safety is unsustainable.  Some 
organizations have succeeded in gaining one-off 
or temporary access to volatile crisis areas then 
have lost it suddenly — sometimes tragically — to 
the point where they have been forced to cease 
operations, release their staff, and close pro-
grammes.  Sustained safer access has been 
maintained when: 
 

• access and safety are treated holistically as a 
full-time preoccupation throughout the 
agency.  The responsibility for building accep-
tance and nurturing staff safety is main-
streamed, rather than ‘ghettoized’ as a sepa-
rate management function.  Virtually all suc-
cessful operational organizations in Iraq have 
de-centralized decision-making on security 
matters to staff on the ground who are most 
capable of making sound decisions about 
their own safety 

• adequate resources and staff time are in-
vested into analyzing programming environ-
ments, nurturing networks, and sensitizing 
staff to unanticipated risks and threats 

• care is taken not to jeopardize operations by 
engaging in injudicious advocacy 

• staffing decisions take into account that staff 
from a particular sect or background may 
have greater safe access to certain areas. 

 
Successful operational agencies have reconciled 
staff security with the humanitarian imperative.  
None of the organizations that have succeeded 
in maintaining safe access have the expectation 
that Iraq should be a zero-risk environment be-
fore or after operations commence.  Although 
nearly all organizations do some form of risk / 
benefit analysis, those that have maintained or 
expanded their access over time in Iraq tend not 
to think about their options in black-or-white 
terms, and do a better job of making nuanced 
judgments about their presence, profile and ac-
tivity.   

Such judgments balance concerns about staff 
security with projected humanitarian outcomes 
and effects on humanitarian space.  For exam-

ple, a number of organizations have found it 
useful to send their staff and programmes into 
periods of “hibernation” when risks are height-
ened.  This has proved a useful alternative to 
programme closure and a resulting collapse of 
vital networks, loss of acceptance and further 
shrinkage of humanitarian space.  These organi-
zations tend to be intimately familiar with the 
contexts where they work, allowing them to rec-
ognize viable options for varying their activity and 
footprint to suit changing conditions.   

Localized humanitarian space and safe access 
have increased in some parts of Iraq with 
changes in military activity and the crystallization 
of power structures.  As in many other conflict 
situations, humanitarian access has been most 
severely constrained in Iraq when local power 
structures have been unclear or contested.  
When power structures crystallize in the form of 
official authorities or non-state actors such as 
militias, the operating environment has tended 
to improve: checkpoints become more predict-
able, mobility increases, the behaviour of com-
batants becomes more predictable, there is less 
impunity for criminality, and humanitarian organi-
zations are more able to effectively identify and 
negotiate or assert access with those in control. 

While the environment is by no means easy, it is 
nonetheless a more traditional operating envi-
ronment for humanitarian actors where they 
have substantial worldwide experience to call 
upon, such as in dealing with non-state armed 
groups, building acceptance with communities, 
protecting themselves from manipulation, and 
minimizing other harmful interactions of aid with 
conflict.  Among the most successful interna-
tional operational agencies, it has helped to have 
international staff who have experience in coping 
with these challenges in other difficult conflict 
settings. 

Photo: personal collection 
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There is no substitute for presence.  Safe access 
cannot be opened and maintained from a dis-
tance.  Operational agencies have found that 
having good staff present in the areas where 
they are operational has been a necessary condi-
tion for building and maintaining solid networks 
and trusting relationships.  In an environment 
where mistrust and suspicion is common, e-mail 
and telephone contact has not been an effective 
substitute for face-to-face contact with partners, 
local authorities or others.  Although initial con-
tacts have very often been made in Amman, 
Kuwait or northern Iraq, it has been necessary to 
bridge the geographic and psychological dis-
tances involved either by being present or by 
making periodic visits.   

The Iraqi field coordinator of one active NGO that 
covers a broad geographic area keeps staff, part-
ners and local authorities cooperative and in-
formed by spending most of his work week on 
the road between sub-offices and project sites.  
He considers that his time in the field is essential 
to staying informed, and he recognizes that he 
needs to be extremely well-informed in order to 
make sound decisions. 

Successful operational agencies have capitalized 
on localized increases in humanitarian space 
and safe access.  Close monitoring of local con-
texts has been essential but under-emphasized 
by operational organizations and donors alike.  
Without exception, successful agencies have 
invested heavily in context analysis.  Some em-
ploy dedicated context officers who stay in regu-
lar contact with field staff and the organisation’s 
network of contacts.  Information about needs, 
local perceptions, changes in local demograph-
ics, shifting power relationships, and the “aid” 
activities of other entities equips these agencies 
to more carefully discern opportunities to be-
come more active, and alerts them to the need 
to adapt their approach to changes in their pro-
gramming environment. 

Some operational agencies have succeeded in 
maintaining or expanding humanitarian space 
and safe access by their own efforts.  Experience 
in various parts of Iraq shows that humanitarian 
organizations do not need to passively accept 
deficits in humanitarian space.  Being equipped 
with extensive local knowledge and sound net-
works has allowed organizations to get their foot 
in the door to begin building an understanding of 
their work and acceptance in local communities 
for their presence and activity.   

Expanding outwards from well-chosen access 
points.  It is at least as important, however, to 
demonstrate effectiveness by doing a good job 
from the start when delivering something tangi-
ble.  One organisation expanded its operations to 
a new area that had previously been considered 
“off-limits”.  It found that its initial distribution 
during a first assessment visit left such a positive 
impression on the local community that its staff 
were soon approached by local interlocutors 
encouraging them to do more.  Concrete offers of 
local support were provided, which soon allowed 
the agency to expand its presence and assis-
tance activities further.  Word eventually spread 
to neighbouring communities, resulting in further 
requests for assistance and offers of support.  
Notably, few donors have been willing to under-
write initial distributions during assessment vis-
its, but these can be an indispensable tool for 
gaining permission to enter a community and to 
establish the needed trust and credibility for 
expanding access. 

Beware of Catastrophic Success.  When accep-
tance is initially good and expansion of opera-
tions is proceeding, there is a danger that a 
newly-arrived aid provider will lack sufficient op-
erational capacity to deliver on community ex-
pectations.  The dangers are obvious: unless an 
agency delivers, acceptance will decline.  Simi-
larly, the arrival of other assistance providers can 
also distort community expectations if there are 
sizeable differences between providers in the 
quantity, quality or accountability of their assis-
tance. 

Limited presence without armed protection has 
proved to be possible in Iraq for organizations 
that have a small footprint.  Agencies that have a 
big footprint tend to fail.  Active presence does 
not necessarily mean having a large footprint or 
presenting an attractive target. Organisations 
have found a variety of ways to increase their 
presence without increasing their vulnerability by 
presenting an attractive target.  The usual opera-
tional approach of deploying fleets of marked 

An organisation with a 
“small footprint”  is one 
whose operationality is 
effected through 
acceptance, relationships,  
partnerships and 
unobtrusive protective 
strategies.  The need for a 
large physical infrastructure 
is minimized by making use 
of partnerships, community 
support and local 
commercial service 
providers.  Safe access is 
achieved through 
acceptance and unobtrusive 
protective strategies.  It 
hires and contracts locally, 
where possible, and it has a 
local face. 

 

An organisation with a 
“large footprint” is one 
whose operationality is 
dependent on a large 
physical infrastructure that 
will attract unwanted 
attention and limits its 
flexibility.  Its security 
procedures compel visible 
protective and deterrence 
measures that are likely to 
imply or confirm affiliation 
with the MNF-I.  Heavily 
dependent on international 
staff and international 
commercial service 
providers for effectiveness, 
it has a “foreign” face.  The 
mobility and acceptance of 
these actors are limited.  
Organisations with large 
footprints in Iraq tend to fail. 

 

Photo: personal collection 
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organizations, others — including some in the northern, central 
and southern governorates — make a practice of disclosing their 
activities to trusted local authorities and leaders.  In the view of 
these agencies, being proactive in this way ensures that au-
thorities don’t feel bypassed, are given opportunities to be help-
ful, and don’t get suspicious.  Such a “partial disclosure” tactic 
should be decided by the local staff and the organisation itself, 
and not be external actors who are unfamiliar with the local 
context, such as funding agencies. 

• discreet but active cultivation of networks of contacts, including 
local authorities, political and religious elites, professionals, and 
the social offices of parties and militias.  Some organisations 
pursue a “partial-disclosure” approach, making sure that influ-
ential actors are aware of what they are doing and consulting 
them about how the organisation should pursue its work.  This 
approach invites people to be helpful, and if done with care it 
does not mean presenting a more attractive target.   

• putting magnetic signs on vehicles or banners showing the or-
ganisation's name at distribution sites so that recipient commu-
nities know who is providing assistance.  Signs can be taken off 
the vehicles and the banners re-furled when the organisation 
leaves the distribution site. 

• promoting familiarity with the organisation through the media, 
but otherwise maintaining a low profile and not disclosing de-
tails that could expose operations to increased threats.  Some 
organisations see this as a first essential step toward preparing 
to raising their profile. 

The organizations that have had the most success working in 
reasonable safety & with good access employ key, highly-skilled 
field coordinators to manage local networks & negotiate access.   
Excellent staff management, including strategic hiring and dele-
gation of authority, has been essential to success.  Without ex-
ception, the organizations that have had sustained safe access to 
volatile areas have been methodical and thoughtful about nurtur-
ing dedicated, reliable and skilled teams.  All have adopted flexi-
ble management styles where “remote managers” play a support-
ing role to field staff.  Authority is delegated to field staff to make 
their own judgments about operations and safety.  Hiring and 
other personnel management decisions among successful agen-
cies are also more inclusive than in other contexts, with major 
decisions often delegated to field managers rather than remote 
managers who are not intimately familiar with the requirements 
of the context.   

vehicles, maintaining obvious compounds and warehouses, 
displaying signs at project sites and putting staff in the field who 
readily identify themselves as humanitarian workers, is not only 
an invitation to trouble in much of Iraq, but is also unnecessary 
to operational effectiveness.  Alternatives used by operational 
agencies have included, but are not limited to: 

• relying on discreet acceptance and protective strategies, 
rather than deterrence strategies which can draw unwanted 
attention and isolate an organisation from its beneficiaries. 

• minimizing the need for stockpiles and warehouses by enter-
ing into agreements with local suppliers who will ensure that 
certain minimum stocks are on hand in their own premises.  
This relieves the organisation of the need to maintain a high-
profile facility.  Responsibility for protecting the stocks falls to 
the business, rather than the aid organisation.  The business 
will use its own community connections to ensure that its 
assets are secure.  Often these local suppliers have far 
greater capacity than humanitarian organisations to dispatch 
goods over a broader area.  

• keeping the office discreet and unidentified, or discreetly co-
locating with another, more accepted entity such as an active 
business or social organisation.  The latter option keeps the 
possibility open for an increase in profile if the hosting organi-
sation is willing to take the risk of vouching for the hosted 
one.  Some organisations have gone to the extreme of disguis-
ing their organisation as something it is not.  This is risky.  
When the type or level of activity of a disguised organisation 
doesn’t mesh well with its public face, it can attract the scru-
tiny and unwanted attention of the neighbourhood, authorities 
and armed groups. 

• relying on commercial trucking fleets and other service provid-
ers for transport and other logistics which would normally 
involve the movement of staff.  

A small footprint does not necessarily mean working invisibly or 
in low-profile, although  in many areas these options remain 
important.  Some organisations have found creative ways of 
incrementally increasing their profile without presenting a more 
attractive target.  Options identified so far include, but are not 
limited to: 

• in contrast to the hidden, invisible or covert profile of some 

“The ICRC’s operational philosophy of working in the closest possible proximity to those it seeks to protect and assist requires 
developing and maintaining a broad network of staff in the different contexts in which it operates and is based on the concept 
of highly decentralized security management.  It also demands a common understanding of the risks involved in the current 
environments, which are diverse and often unpredictable. 

The way the ICRC is perceived and the extent to which it is accepted by all the stakeholders in a given context must be 
constantly monitored.  Nowadays, the perceptions of the ICRC in one context may very rapidly have an impact on perceptions — 
and thus security — elsewhere in the world.  The ability to manage these different layers of perception must be further 
developed. 

As already noted, ensuring an accurate perception of the ICRC involves building predictable relations with a range of State 
actors and approaching a host of other actors, from political to criminal, often with clear chains of command initially, which 
later break up into multiple sub-groups or clans with shifting agendas and alliances.  In sum, it is necessary to deal with the 
whole spectrum of actors, from powerful conventional armies, to radical armed groups and urban gangs, and the ability to do 
so, adapting the methods to each one, is an essential feature of the ICRC’s operational approach.” 

ICRC Overview of [Worldwide] Operations, 2008. 
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Further information and resources 

Focus on Operationality Briefing Papers document lessons learned and best practices drawn from the recent experiences of 
operational humanitarian organizations inside Iraq, and provide information relating to current policy and operational challenges.  Their 
content does not necessarily reflect NCCI member views.  The Briefing Papers are intended as living documents.  Readers, particularly 
from operational agencies inside Iraq, are encouraged to provide feedback and suggestions to the author, Greg Hansen, at ghan-
sen@islandnet.com and to NCCI at webmanager@ncciraq.org.  This and other Operationality Briefing Papers are available for 
download as PDF files from http://www.ncciraq.org/spip.php?rubrique316.  Readers are welcome to quote or reproduce them entirely 
or in part but are requested to give due acknowledgement. 

It is possible — and useful — to have contact and working dialogue with non-state 
armed groups in Iraq.  In most of the central and southern governorates, 
organisations report that it is usually possible to deal with militias and other armed 
groups directly or indirectly through political offices, city councils, tribal sheikhs and 
religious authorities.  In areas where there is considerable cross-fertilization between 
official police or Iraqi Forces and militias, contacts with these actors have also borne 
fruit.  Where direct contact with non-state armed groups has been necessary, first-
contact can often be made through a trusted third-party as an intermediary until a 
degree of trust has been established. 

In contentious & safer areas, local clergy have often been effective guarantors of 
access, even during hostilities.  Less coherence in local power structures means 
greater challenges for aid organizations when they negotiate access.  In Anbar and 
Diyala, humanitarian organizations have relied heavily on clergy to open up access to 
communities in urgent need.  However, over the past year or so, a reduction in the 
influence of clergy in some local areas has meant that humanitarian organizations 
now need to interact and arrange access with new power brokers, including some 
tribal sheikhs and other local figures.   

While some of these actors genuinely want to help the people in their areas, others 
have learned to associate outsiders with the possibility of generating income for 
themselves.  In the experience of active NGOs, it is possible to resist and manage the 
pressures of such actors but the access they can provide is less reliable than was 
formerly delivered by the clergy.  NGO staff have adapted to this trend by carefully 
expanding their networks to include new power brokers, and investing more time in 
negotiating access to unstable areas than was necessary in the recent past. 
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Operational 
Modalities in Iraq 

Briefing Paper    2 
   

Key Lessons Learned 
 

• Operational capacity is much 
diminished by loss of prox-
imity to those in need & by 
remote programming modali-
ties. 

• Working in closer proximity 
to those in need implies 
paying greater attention to 
quality, timeliness and effec-
tiveness. 

• Remote programming has 
improved with experience.  
Remote control remains an 
unsatisfactory long-term  
approach. Remote support & 
partnership arrangements 
have proved sustainable. 

• Invisible / covert modalities 
are useful in unstable areas 
but ultimately undermine 
accountability, trust, accep-
tance, safe access and sus-
tainability. 

• Networks and relays have 
been used effectively to over-
come mobility constraints on 
staff. 

• Some agencies have cau-
tiously raised their profile by 
increments  in response to a 
variety of indicators.  Others 
have not considered this. 
Some appear stuck in a 
lower profile modality than 
may be necessary and help-
ful for operational capacity. 

• Low profile operations do not 
necessarily mean low visibility 
outcomes. 

 

January 2008 

Background 

This Focus on Operationality Briefing Paper fo-
cuses on lessons learned from field experience 
in Iraq about how humanitarian organizations 
have translated safer access into operational 
capacity.  It is based on ongoing consultations 
with a spectrum of active operational agencies 
inside Iraq ranging from large international or-
ganizations with country-wide programming, to 
small Iraqi NGOs working effectively on program-
ming niches in small geographic areas.  It is a 
companion to other Focus on Operationality 
Briefing Papers in the series, notably “Adapting 
to Insecurity” and “Personnel Management”.   

Crisis of Operationality? 

Efforts to increase access that are not matched 
by compatible operational modalities result in 
little or no sustainable humanitarian impact.    
Humanitarian access varies dramatically in the 
central and southern governorates from place-to-
place and month-to-month.  But when the activi-
ties of operational agencies are plotted on a 
map, the picture that emerges shows that very 
few parts of Iraq are truly off-limits to humanitar-
ian organizations that have found ways to work, 
even in the most hazardous areas.   

In early 2008, mounting evidence suggests that 
accessible needs are going unmet.  What could 
once be described as a crisis of insecurity and 
lack of humanitarian access is now more accu-
rately characterized as a shortfall in operational-
ity.  There is no doubt that needs surpassed ac-
cess and delivery in Iraq between 2004 through 
2006 due to acute insecurity.  But by 2007, a 
variety of organizations had learned how to 
adapt and re-adapt their operations to the chang-
ing context and were providing effective assis-
tance and protection even in areas where insecu-
rity had persisted or worsened. 

     FOCUS 

     on 

 OPERATIONALITY 

Greg Hansen 

Distribution in cooperation with a mosque in Fallujah. 

Photo: private collection 
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Inability of the humanitarian community to capi-
talize on access opportunities and localized in-
creases in humanitarian space is at the heart of 
the deficit of operational capacity.  Serious hu-
manitarian gaps persist in terms of geographic 
coverage, adequacy of the assistance provided 
and lack of consistency across sectors.  Only a 
relative handful of humanitarian organizations 
have the skill, experience, dedicated staff and 
material resources required to launch, maintain 
and expand operations. 

Among those that have so far failed to adapt, 
some — notably the UN agencies — are more 
hobbled by institutional inflexibility than by politi-
cal constraints and appear locked into opera-
tional modalities that require them to deploy with 
a large footprint and highly centralized manage-
ment structures, effectively ruling out safe ac-
cess.  Others are flexible but lack the skills and 
management experience that is essential for 
sustaining access and operations beyond one-off 
assessments or distributions.   Still others con-
tinue to labor under the constraints of inade-
quate donor resources, including several highly 
effective Iraqi NGOs whose local access is often 
excellent but underexploited. 

On the positive side of the ledger, a number of 
humanitarian organizations in Iraq, including 
international and national NGOs and others, 
have successfully adapted their operations to 
rapidly changing programming environments.  
These successes are not widely known, and Iraq 
remains too volatile a context for successful 
agencies to say much about their innovations 
and creative work.  Organizations have shared 
their successes and other learning with the Fo-
cus on Operationality project in the interest of 
demonstrating that it is both possible and rea-
sonably safe to work in Iraq if an organisation is 
willing to adapt its programmes to the context. 

Key Considerations 

The considerations which follow emerged as 
patterns in exploratory conversations with inter-
national and Iraqi staff from operational organi-
zations.   Together they inform decisions about  
the most suitable and viable operational modal-
ity.  The decision to adopt one modality over an-
other in a specific location will depend on how 
the following considerations play out from place 
to place over time.  Very often, a successful op-
erational modality combines the attributes of 
several different approaches. 

 

The Need for Acceptance 

The single most important variable determining 
operationality in Iraq has been the degree of 
acceptance of organizations in their programme 
locations.  When a community itself is not se-
cure, there are limitations to how much security 
it can provide to visitors or humanitarian organi-
zations that locate there.  As the security within 
the community varies, acceptance has been 
achieved over time through the actions of staff 
and dialogue with local interlocutors.  As an or-
ganisation becomes better-known, acceptance 
tends to vary over time from rejection to passive 
acceptance to facilitation.  However, it is not 
uncommon for acceptance to diminish, some-
times suddenly, for a variety of reasons: 

• increases in military activity, including combat 
and military assistance operations 

• changes in local power structures 

• expectations outstrip operational capacity 

• arrival on the scene of new actors (including 
other providers of assistance) 

• changes in the way an organisation's affilia-
tions are perceived by the community 

• mistakes and lapses in judgment by staff or 
the organisation itself 

Acceptance can also vary in the same location 
from one party to conflict, or one group, to an-
other.   

 

 

An organisation with a 
“small footprint”  is one 
whose operationality is 
effected through 
acceptance, relationships,  
partnerships and 
unobtrusive protective 
strategies.  The need for a 
large physical infrastructure 
is minimized by making use 
of partnerships, community 
support and local 
commercial service 
providers.  Safe access is 
achieved through 
acceptance and unobtrusive 
protective strategies.  It 
hires and contracts locally, 
where possible, and it has a 
local face. 

 

An organisation with a 
“large footprint” is one 
whose operationality is 
dependent on a large 
physical infrastructure that 
will attract unwanted 
attention and limits its 
flexibility.  Its security 
procedures compel visible 
protective and deterrence 
measures that are likely to 
imply or confirm affiliation 
with the MNF-I.  Heavily 
dependent on international 
staff and international 
commercial service 
providers for effectiveness, 
it has a “foreign” face.  The 
mobility and acceptance of 
these actors are limited.   

Photo courtesy of Al-Nour Humanitarian Organisation  
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The costs of losing proximity to victims are often 
underestimated, even by aid workers and agen-
cies with substantial experience in other con-
flicts. Distance from the action undermines the 
emergency mindset and solidarity with victims 
that animates creativity and the willingness of 
staff to take programmatic and personal risks.  

 

The Need for Visibility 

Independent humanitarian organizations in Iraq 
need to be visible in the medium and long term 
in order to distinguish themselves from other 
actors, including military forces and commercial 
contractors, who are blurring the lines between 
independent humanitarian action, on one hand, 
and other forms of assistance that have been 
instrumentalized for political or military pur-
poses.  However, humanitarian organizations are 
caught in a dilemma: low profile activity enables 
them to be operational in the short term, but 
renders safe access and operationality less vi-
able in the medium and long term.  Unless they 
work in higher profile they cannot foster the 
needed increases in acceptance in communities 
that is essential for increasing the scale of their 
operations. 

In the most unstable and dangerous areas, most 
organizations — with some exceptions — have 
sought to be invisible or very low profile, working 
covertly. Invisibility often means that a local part-
ner, local authority or local government structure 
is credited with underwriting and organizing a 
distribution or providing a service, rather than 
the organisation that has actually done most of 
the work.     

The Need for Flexibility 

Organizations that are operating in Iraq empha-
size the need for flexible management styles and 
procedures that enable programmes to adapt to 
rapidly-changing local contexts and to absorb 
sudden shocks.  Rigid, bureaucratic organiza-
tions tend to be slower to adapt and become 
locked into unhelpful or ineffective operational 
modalities.   

They are therefore much more vulnerable to 
programme interruption when the programming 
environment changes.  Those that can rapidly 
decentralize decision-making to skilled and ex-
perienced staff on the ground, or that have al-
ready done so, have many more options for con-
tinuing their assistance or protection activities 
than those with rigidly hierarchical management 
structures and procedures. 

The Need for Proximity to Victims 

The last three years in Iraq have shown that as 
proximity to communities in need decreases, so 
does the quality of humanitarian data, safe ac-
cess and aid effectiveness. Most humanitarian 
organizations that are responding in Iraq have 
chosen some variation on remote programming  
as a means of continuing assistance and protec-
tion work with foreign staff at a safer distance.   
The various remote programming modalities are 
described on Page 5. Iraqi organizations have 
also found it necessary to adopt remote pro-
gramming modalities as their own Iraqi staff 
have faced reduced safe access.  Although some 
organizations have adapted well to remote pro-
gramming, there is no doubt that it remains a 
highly imperfect or impossible modality for most 
actors in the humanitarian community, including 
many donors.   

 

“Visibility jeopardizes our 
effectiveness in the short 
term, but is necessary for us 
to be more accepted in the 
medium and long term.” 

An Iraqi NGO in Baghdad 

 

“Donors want creativity and 
flexibility, but aren’t willing 
to adjust their own 
procedures to facilitate our 
work in the field.” 

Aid worker with an 
organisation active around 

Kirkuk and Mosul 

 

“Remote management is 
not a constraint, except for 
expansion.” 

Field coordinator in the 
south 

 

“Networks don’t come alive 
by themselves. They need to 
be animated.  A good 
network can help to 
overcome the fragmentation 
we face in the country.” 

International NGO manager 

 

“We keep it small.  We’ll do 
many small distributions 
and stay below the radar of 
the militias instead of one 
big one that will attract 
interference.” 

An Iraqi NGO  in Baghdad 

 

“When we do an 
assessment, whenever 
possible we do it with 
people from inside stricken 
areas, not people from 
outside.” 

An Iraqi fieldworker active in  
Anbar 

 

 

Photo: private collection 

An NGO puts up its sign in a mosque during a distribution. 

Photo: private collection 



 4 

 

Briefing Paper 2      Operational Modalities in Iraq 

The Need to Expand Operations 

A manager with an organisation that had suc-
cessfully expanded its operations without inci-
dent identified the following necessary steps 
they had followed: 

• track a variety of indicators that will tell you 
when it is appropriate to risk increasing visibil-
ity and expand operations. 

• listen to the advice of local staff from the area 
being considered for expansion. 

• make and communicate a management deci-
sion. 

• work through existing contacts to identify and 
hire good additional staff and partners 

• mentor new staff and partners with experi-
enced staff.  Let them gradually work up to 
scale.  Give them 4 or 5 chances, work with 
them, and stay engaged with the good ones 
who have proven they can do the job. 

The Focus on Operationality research yielded a 
long list of the indicators that various organiza-
tions are monitoring in order to inform their deci-
sions about raising their profile and increasing 
the scale of their operations.  These indicators 
appear on Page 6. 

 

While not the norm, a number of aid workers 
represent themselves as employees of local gov-
ernment structures, as this affiliation is per-
ceived in some areas as less provocative than an 
affiliation with an international or local NGO.  In 
many other areas, though, the reverse is true. 

Some organizations have improved their accep-
tance by seeking exposure in local media, but 
keeping their offices disguised, unmarked or 
non-existent, and their operational footprints 
small.  Others with low visibility presence move 
to high profile during distributions, displaying 
signs and talking openly about their organiza-
tions with local authorities and beneficiaries at 
crucial times in order to build credibility and ac-
ceptance. 

This has been an option in communities where 
the organisation already has a degree of accep-
tance and is “sponsored” or welcomed by an 
influential local person or group. 

Low profile presence has mainly been an option 
for agencies with a small footprint—that is, or-
ganizations whose operationality is not depend-
ent on a large physical infrastructure that draws 
unwanted attention and limits flexibility, and 
whose security procedures do not compel visible 
protective measures that are likely to imply af-
filiation with the MNF-I. 

 

The Need for Mobility 

A proven alternative to staff mobility is to have 
staff focal points that collectively cover a broad 
geographic area, forming an in-house network of 
cells or individuals that work independently when 
staff mobility is poor, but interdependently when 
it improves. 

Such networks are being employed by a wide 
variety of organizations, including some doing 
systematic individual acts of medical humanitari-
anism, such as acute case evacuations, and 
others doing monitoring and distributions of food 
and non-food items.   

When it has been unwise for staff to travel be-
yond their immediate area, such networks have 
enabled organizations to orchestrate relays 
where goods, equipment, sensitive information, 
cash or medical cases are handed off from one 
cell or staff member to another, sometimes 
many times, in order to get safely from one place 
to another. 

Photo: private collection 

‘Focus on Operationality’ 
Briefing Papers are meant 
for humanitarian organiza-
tions inside Iraq, supporting 
agencies, policymakers & 
donors.  They provide infor-
mation on current policy & 
operational challenges, as 
well as lessons learned & 
best practices drawn from 
recent field experience.  
They have been researched 
in Iraq, Jordan & Kuwait. 
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Remote Programming Modalities 

 

Remote Control 

Humanitarian action by remote control has taken on a pejorative meaning, primarily due to the wholesale 
transference of risk to national staff with no meaningful responsibility being placed in their hands.  But in some 
situations a remote control modality has been essential for keeping life-saving assistance flowing, including 
situations where sub-offices are effectively cut off from country offices.  Remote control is generally seen as a 
reactive stance taken in response to an insecure environment and the last available option before programme 
closure.  Under remote control, all or nearly all decisions are taken by international managers who have been re-
located to a safe environment.  There has been very limited or no delegation of authority to the field.  Decisions of 
internationals are implemented by nationals.  Limited resources and time are invested in transferring skills and 
otherwise developing the capacities of national staff.  Control over resources is retained by international staff, where 
possible, and limited monitoring occurs. 

Remote control is difficult and perhaps ultimately impossible to sustain beyond the medium term.  Inflexibility, limited 
delegation of authority, combined with the loss of access to adequate information about humanitarian needs and 
context, eventually conspire to undermine the quality of programming decisions.  It is highly vulnerable to staff 
turnover: when key staff are lost, it is very difficult to fill the resulting gaps.  It is most suitable for rapid-onset 
emergencies of short duration in volatile contexts where there is little installed organisational capacity on the ground 
and little likelihood that the organisation’s services will be needed into the medium term.  An organisation using a 
more sophisticated form of remote programming, such as remote support or remote partnership, may revert to 
remote control in order to effect one-off distributions in hot-spots. 

Remote Management 

The remote management modality is also generally seen as a reactive stance taken in response to an insecure 
environment, enabling existing programmes and projects to continue.  However, it entails a temporary and partial 
delegation of authority and responsibility to national staff following the re-location of international staff to a safer 
environment.  It is assumed that lines of authority and decision-making will return to ‘normal’ once conditions have 
stabilised and an in situ presence can be restored.  Remote management usually entails a moderate investment in 
skills transfer and capacity building for national staff, and in development of procedures and protocols to enable 
better communications, accountability, and effectiveness.  Although temporary, it is consistent with many of the 
features of developmental approaches to relief assistance and can therefore be regarded in a somewhat more 
positive light than “remote control”.  Remote management is not for newcomer agencies but an option for those with 
a certain depth of experience in the context and some reliable organisational infrastructure already in place.  As with 
remote control, it is very vulnerable to staff turnover. 

Remote Support / Oversight 

Remote support of humanitarian operations is a more proactive, consciously developmental strategy that is 
consistent with long term plans to hand over decision making and authority to national staff and / or local 
organizations, while maintaining a financial and strategic oversight role for remote managers in order to ensure a 
high level of due diligence and accountability to donors.  It is developmental by design.  It involves full investment in 
mentoring, skills transfer and capacity building consistent with planning for eventual handover.  For example, Iraqi 
staff participate fully in meetings with donors, implementing partners and coordinating bodies.  Senior international 
managers have national counterparts who receive additional mentoring.  Increased local staff capacity means that 
remote support or remote oversight modalities are less vulnerable to shocks and disruption.  Although its main thrust 
is on building local capacity for humanitarian action, it is almost coincidentally practical for continuing 
implementation of assistance programmes amid deepening insecurity and uncertainty in external events.  The 
remote support modality assumes a high level of experience, sophistication, and organisational infrastructure in the 
context, and a determination to adapt with changing conditions. 

Remote Partnership 

Remote partnership arrangements take remote support a step further.  They entail an equal partnership and a near-
complete handover of responsibility to local actors. Two organizations come together and contribute different 
resources to jointly address a common problem or issue, with one organisation present and operational inside Iraq 
and the other outside (or without key staff present inside).  While the remote partner provides support through 
resource mobilization, advocacy and administrative backstopping, the operational partner focuses on context and 
operationality.  The remote partnership modality is prone to the usual difficulties encountered in partnerships: it can 
be difficult to ensure an equitable status between partners so that one does not become subservient to or isolated 
from the other. 
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Indicators of Safer Access—Viability of Going Higher Profile and Scaling-up Activity 

Recognizing the costs incurred to acceptance, safe access and operationality of remaining indefinitely in low profile, some organizations 
in Iraq have embarked on cautious attempts to incrementally increase their activity and visibility in some local areas.  These 
organizations carefully monitor developments in their local contexts.  They monitor a variety of indicators to make judgments about the 
readiness of those contexts to accept higher profile activity and presence.  These indicators include, but are not limited to: 
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Our Current 
Operations 

 

 

 

 

Our 
Understanding of 
the Context 

 

 

 

 

How we are 
Perceived 

 

 

 

 

Our Mobility 

 

 

Local 
Encouragement 
for Our Work 

 

 

 

Local Leadership 
& Power 
Structures 

 

 

 

 

Other  Actors 

 

1. We have learned how to gain and maintain access to our caseload, and our access is relatively reliable 
2. We have experienced a reduction in “pressures”, in terms of attempts to influence our decisions or requests 

for bribes 

3. We are able to respond to needs impartially without undue fear of being accused of bias or partiality 

4. Our staff feels safer.  There has been a reduction in real and perceived risks and threats 
5. We have partial visibility: we are able to tell our interlocutors where we are working and what we are doing, and 

are able to inform some of our interlocutors about our movements 
6. Our organisation or others are able to locally procure what is needed, or we are able to arrange in-house 

transport or commercial transport without undue difficulty 

 
7. There has been a multiplication of contacts and access — we have more “antennas”, which has allowed us to 

gain better access to information about the context 
8. We have a good general awareness of the situation in our area, it is clear to us what our role should be, we 

have come up with standards and procedures that are operationally practical, and we can adapt our movement 
accordingly 

9. We can manage the expectations that will accrue from increased presence / visibility.  Our operational capacity 
is sufficient to deal with increased expectations of us. 

 
10. We have a good understanding of how we and our work is perceived, and how we need to modify or amplify our 

message 
11. More people in the areas we are interested in  understand who we are, what we do and what motivates our 

humanitarian work.  Fewer people regard us with suspicion, and the community itself helps to explain our work 
to others 

12. There is no rejection of the emblem or non-Arabic writing on the material assistance we provide 
13. Our staff are able to identify themselves as employees of our organisation, and don’t have to keep their identity 

a secret 
14. There is less confusion about our role vs. the roles of MNF-I, private contractors and local authorities— less 

blurring of the lines 

 

15. Our local staff have more freedom of movement than previously 
16. We have the ability to move around where we need to without being asked repeatedly for identification at 

checkpoints, or the checkpoints have been stable and unthreatening 

 

17. We are receiving more encouragement from local communities and leaders to increase the scale of our work 
18. We are being asked by beneficiaries, local communities, local staff or local partners to increase our presence 

or activity 
19. We are receiving offers of concrete support or help from local communities or leaders.  More people in the 

community are willing to take risks to facilitate and protect our work and our staff 

20. We have been able to recruit good staff where we work.  Local people want to work with us 

 

21. Criminality is reduced 
22. When we (or other organizations) have had a problem with crime, the local authorities have been helpful in 

bringing the perpetrators to justice and helping to ensure that it doesn’t happen again 

23. We can identify the local leaders.  Leaders are in control 

24. There is one group that is in control in our area, or the struggles for power have eased 
25. We are able to meet with the local leaders who can make a difference in our operational environment.  It 

possible to have a sustained, constructive working dialogue with them 

 

26. Other organizations are going higher profile.  Their work is more visible / they have a larger footprint 

27. Military forces have withdrawn or scaled down, creating more space for us to be visible — less chance of us 
being perceived as being affiliated with them (especially if they are from our home government). 

28. International companies are operating openly without aggressive security measures 
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Further information and resources 

Pitfalls of Over-expansion or Too-rapid Expansion 

For a variety of reasons, some organizations have attempted to expand their 
operations too quickly in Iraq and have encountered numerous difficulties, sometimes 
to the extent that expansion has threatened existing programmes.   

In the opinion of most heads of agencies and programme officers consulted for the 
Focus on Operationality research, few organizations are able to absorb sudden 
massive increases in funding such that operational capacity keeps pace with safe 
access.   When expansion is gradual and controlled, it allows partners to be groomed 
for their expanded tasks and responsibilities, it lets them learn at a safe pace how to 
do more without presenting a more attractive target, and it allows the relationship with 
the partner to mature so that they do not merely become “sub-contractors” of their 
funding agencies or remote partners. 

Some humanitarian organizations in Iraq have reportedly experienced a ten-fold 
increase in their resources.  This puts enormous pressure on team dynamics and leads 
to loss of control over how resources are used.  In a context where high-quality work is 
so essential to sustainable safe access, over-stretched operational capacity can 
jeopardize an organisation's credibility to the point where it is no longer welcome. 

‘Focus on Operationality’ Briefing Papers document lessons learned and best practices drawn from the recent experiences of 
operational humanitarian organisations inside Iraq, and provide information relating to current policy and operational challenges.  Their 
content does not necessarily reflect NCCI member views.  The Briefing Papers are intended as living documents.  Readers, particularly 
from operational agencies inside Iraq, are encouraged to provide feedback and suggestions to the author, Greg Hansen, at ghan-
sen@islandnet.com and to NCCI at webmanager@ncciraq.org.  This and other Operationality Briefing Papers are available for 
download as PDF files from http://www.ncciraq.org/spip.php?rubrique316.  Readers are welcome to quote or reproduce them entirely 
or in part but are requested to give due acknowledgement. 
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Key Lessons Learned 

 

• Effective people manage-
ment in humanitarian agen-
cies — generally not a strong 
point anywhere in the world 
— is more essential in Iraq 
than elsewhere due to the 
difficult operating environ-
ment and unique challenges 
of remote programming. 

• Operationality in Iraq is 
highly dependent on skilled 
and experienced national 
staff.  Operationality is en-
abled by key staff but is 
threatened by their sudden 
loss or incapacitation.  Lack 
of reserve capacity in such 
key staff represents a serious 
threat to effective and sus-
tainable humanitarian opera-
tions.    

• Strategic hiring for commu-
nity, tribal or family affiliation 
ensures that info comes into 
the organisation from differ-
ent directions, but also goes 
out from the organisation 
through the different per-
sonal networks of staff. 

• Staff recruiting should be 
delegated, where possible, to 
national staff to ensure that 
new staff have the needed 
professional, personal and 
community profile and the 
trust of their colleagues and 
community. 

• Regular face-to-face meetings 
between remote managers 
and staff on the ground are 
essential.  These can be 
conducted in Iraq. 

January 2008 

Background 

This Focus on Operationality Briefing Paper con-
centrates on lessons learned about the people 
upon which humanitarian operations in Iraq de-
pend.  It is based on ongoing conversations with 
Iraqi and international staff of a variety of hu-
manitarian agencies currently active in Iraq, and 
incorporates the often-surprising observations of 
field staff, programme coordinators and senior 
managers.  The paper examines lessons learned 
about how organizations have cultivated stable, 
effective and contented staffs in a difficult pro-
gramming environment.  By examining the ex-
periences of humanitarian organizations that are 
doing relatively well in Iraq, a number of instruc-
tive patterns emerge.   

Operationality and Personnel Management 

Dedicated employees who are willing to take 
personal risks for their work are a necessary 
condition for success in Iraq.  Some organiza-
tions experience far lower turnover of personnel 
than others.  Those that have stable staffs tend 
also to be the most effective in terms of their 
ability to become and stay operational, even in 
the face of severe setbacks and shocks to the 
organisation.  In sum, there is a clear correlation 
between effective personnel management and 
operationality. 

As in other contexts — and in contrast to the pri-
vate sector — surprisingly few humanitarian or-
ganizations make personnel management a suf-
ficiently high priority.  Comments from field staff 
indicate that lapses are particularly evident in 
the area of soft skills, or “people management”.  
Problems with staff turnover and motivation of-
ten stem not from Iraq’s dangerous and complex 
humanitarian landscape, but from shortcomings 
in how staff are managed and treated.  

These  shortcomings  make  the  acute  risks  to 
aid  workers  in  Iraq  much  more  difficult  to 
bear.   A  much  greater  problem,  however,  is 
that  the  effects  of  weak  personnel  manage-
ment  are  compounded  in  the  Iraq  context                 

s     FOCUS 

     on 

 OPERATIONALITY 

Greg Hansen 

Photo courtesy of Mercy Hands for Humanitarian Aid 



 2 

 

Briefing Paper 3         Personnel Management in Iraq 

by the many additional challenges of remote 
programming and low profile modalities: isolation 
from beneficiary communities, teambuilding, 
trust and communications issues, and the differ-
ential risks undertaken by Iraqi and international 
staff. 

Current Issues and Trends 

Staff Retention 

Loss of Iraqi staff due to insecurity, “brain drain”, 
and poaching by wealthier organizations has 
slowed, but has not stopped.  Attrition has been 
particularly high among medical staff, who have 
been at especially acute risk of being victimized 
by kidnapping for ransom in Iraq, leading many 
to flee the country or to minimize their exposure 
by leaving their jobs with humanitarian organiza-
tions. 

Generally, operational agencies feel that work-
related attacks on staff have decreased as staff 
experience and management proficiency has 
increased, but some loss continues due to gen-
eral insecurity in the background: some opt to 
leave because of prevailing insecurity and the 
wish to get their families to safety. 

A more frequent reason for Iraqi aid workers to 
leave their jobs is dissatisfaction with manage-
ment or frustration with bureaucracy and admin-
istrative demands.  (See related box, Page 3).  
Loss of key Iraqi staff to other, more gainful em-
ployment has been avoided by some NGOs by 
finding ways to pay them international salaries.   

Recruiting 

Turnover of international staff is high, and many 
organizations report difficulty recruiting experi-
enced people because Iraq is notorious among 
internationals for its remote-programming modal-
ity.  One long-serving head-of-office put it this 
way: “Good aid workers want to get their hands 
dirty.  Who wants to work on Iraq from Amman?  
You have no contact with your beneficiaries, and 
you live your job in the abstract.”  As in other 
humanitarian operations, the typical one-year 
posting is just long enough to build trusting rela-
tionships with Iraqi staff in the field, gain an un-
derstanding of the context, constraints and op-
portunities, and a feel for how to make remote 
programming work.  In comparison to other con-
texts, though, the costs of turnover are higher 
because the demands on international manag-
ers are different than elsewhere: it takes a major 
investment of time to establish trust between 
managers and remote staff in the field, and the 
process starts anew with each new manager. 

“Managers in a remote 
management setup need to 
have the managerial 
experience and maturity to 
trust in the judgment of 
their national counterparts.  
Trust is a big issue, both 
ways.  If you don’t have it, 
nothing gets done.” 

Iraqi field coordinator 

 

“Under Saddam, many 
Iraqis got used to decision-
making that was very 
centralized.  There were 
consequences for saying 
“no” to authority.  It’s partly 
a gender and culture issue, 
too.  It’s hard for Iraqi men 
in particular to say ‘no, I 
can’t do that’.  The first time 
my Iraqi colleagues said 
“no” to me I felt it was a 
huge success.  It took a long 
time for them to trust me 
enough to say “no, we 
should do this another way.” 

International prog. officer 

 

“I ask my field staff every 
day if they’re having any 
personal problems that 
could affect their 
temperament.  If they are, I 
encourage them to avoid 
going out.” 

Iraqi field coordinator 

 

“There is wisdom in having 
many counselors.  It makes 
sense to have a diverse 
staff in Iraq.” 

NGO Head of Office 

It has become somewhat less difficult to recruit 
skilled Iraqi staff in most areas over the last six 
months, mainly due to the growth in an informal 
aid worker network in Iraq and word-of-mouth 
referrals by friends and colleagues.  However, 
the low salaries offered by some NGOs and the 
prevailing lack of trust in Iraq make recruitment 
and retention an ongoing challenge. 

Staff Effectiveness 

Individual Iraqi staff tend to have less personal 
access to different areas than previously, due to 
the escalation in inter and intra-communal vio-
lence, the proliferation of checkpoints and other 
attempts of combatants to control and limit 
movement between areas and neighborhoods. 

Several years of stressful turmoil in Iraq have 
also taken their toll on staff efficiency and moti-
vation.  Iraqi field staff, many of them highly mo-
tivated in the past, reported feeling overwhelmed 
and frustrated by psychological pressures on 
themselves and their families, combined with 
ever-increasing workloads and unsupportive 
remote managers. 

There is an almost mirror image phenomenon 
among some remote international managers in 
Amman: frustration with being distant from the 
action, feelings of being cut off from the reality 
inside Iraq, and a strong sense that many of the 
preoccupations of the Amman-based aid appara-
tus were time-wasting exercises in futility. 

Lessons Learned 

Strategic Hiring 

The tribal and other affiliations of staff can pro-
vide safer access.  An employee from a re-
spected or influential family can open many 
doors.  Seasoned managers in Iraq stress that 
operationality is well-served by careful hiring, and 
that deficiencies in staff composition can 
threaten safe access.  According to one field 
coordinator, “Our biggest problems are people 
problems.  We have to avoid getting anyone up-
set at us.  Out in the field, our staff have to be 
very good at conflict avoidance and resolution.  It 
helps if they’re accepted by the community.” 

Managers of several operational agencies em-
phasize the need to hire strategically to ensure 
optimum benefits from the composition of staff 
for acceptance, access, and knowledge of con-
text.  In practice, this means basing hiring deci-
sions partially on community ties — family, tribal, 
party or other connections — to ensure that there 
is information flowing out of the organisation in 
the needed directions, as well as information 
coming into the organisation from all quarters.  

‘Focus on Operationality’ 
Briefing Papers are meant 
for humanitarian organisa-
tions inside Iraq, supporting 
agencies, policymakers & 
donors.  They provide infor-
mation on current policy & 
operational challenges, as 
well as lessons learned & 
best practices drawn from 
recent field experience.  
They have been researched 
in Iraq, Jordan & Kuwait. 
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“Iraq is not a training 
ground for anybody.  NGOs 
should be recruiting 
experienced international 
staff.” 

NGO Head of Office 

 

“I sit down with my Iraqi 
staff and say, ‘You’re in 
Baghdad and you don’t 
know everything.  I’m in 
Amman and I don’t know 
everything.’  Together we 
put together a more 
complete picture than either 
of us has alone.” 

NGO Head of Office 

 

 

Iraqi and international staff of humanitarian organizations who were  interviewed for the Focus on Operationality research and felt 
content with their jobs attributed their satisfaction to good management, good salaries and a feeling of sharing in the important 
mission of their organisation.  On the other hand, those who were unhappy in their jobs identified frustrations with managers and 
bureaucracy as the most pressing constraint on their work.  As illustrated by research described in the AlertNet piece below, this is 
consistent with experience in other difficult settings. 

 
A bad boss is more stressful than war, aid workers say 

By Ruth Gidley, 26 Jan 2006  (reprinted with permission from Reuters Alertnet) 
 

LONDON (AlertNet) - It’s easier for aid workers to cope with bullets outside the door than a boss who doesn’t support them, 
according to a new book.   Aid agencies are starting to wake up to the idea they need to do more to look after their staff than write 
guidelines and hold management workshops, author Barb Wigley says.  "I was expecting the conflict and the stress, but what really 
brought me down was how mean my manager was to me," one aid worker traveling to Sri Lanka told her.  Many aid workers leave jobs 
because of poor management, Wigley said.  Her research on workplace violence found aid workers were vulnerable to high stress from 
problems with managers and bureaucracies, especially when they spent long periods away from home without the support of friends and 
family.  "Their whole life can be absorbed by work," Wigley said.  "They need a little bit more from their managers, because they’re 
working in situations with violence and insecurity."  
 
Abusive Managers 
Wigley said managers needed a good understanding of team dynamics, of how to tell who will cope well with difficult situations, who 
should be evacuated from danger and how to explain security procedures like which restaurants are out of bounds.  Instead, managers 
often resort to bullying.  One manager told her it was difficult making decisions in highly charged situations, often working with young 
people on their first assignment.  He told her: "They wanted to go to an exotic location and help people in a nice way… and they find 
themselves in the middle of a muddy, stinking Rwandan refugee camp with 200,000 people, some of who were the perpetrators of 
unimaginable horrors. It’s very tense."   The problem is not restricted to work in remote field postings. Aid workers told her they were 
constantly frustrated by the dynamics of large organisations, like the United Nations.  "It starts to feel like no one cares," Wigley said. 
"There ends up being a lot of conflict within organisations."  Wigley’s research found there was a tendency in aid agencies to think that 
because their goals were worthy, they didn’t need to pay attention to fostering good staff relations, but that this impaired efficiency.  After 
a couple of decades of massive growth in the industry, agencies are starting to realize that the structures they created are not working, 
but it's difficult to overhaul a whole culture, Wigley said.  "They are thinking, what the hell do we do next?" She said. "It’s hard and it’s 
messy and it’s much easier to hire someone to write a new set of guidelines in the hope and fantasy that will solve it, but it’s not enough.  
"It means tackling the development of managers in a more comprehensive way than just throwing them into a workshop."  She suggested 
coaching and peer support to improve leadership and accountability.  It was also important for organisations to show they took it 
seriously when staff broke codes of conduct.    "Workplace Violence", which includes a chapter by Wigley, is published by Willan Publishing. 

As one manager put it, “A good CV isn’t enough.  
Being connected to various power structures 
through our staff helps to ensure that we are 
better understood or at least not suspected so 
much.  It’s like vaccinating ourselves against 
misunderstandings about who we are and what 
we’re doing.  Our staff do our explaining and 
outreach for us, through their own networks.”  
The safety of staff and the sustainability of pro-
grammes are thus enhanced. 

Gender and age considerations are also ex-
tremely important.  One organisation that sends 
2-person teams on field visits each day tries to 
ensure that teams are composed of one female 
and one male, since this opens the door to far 
better understanding of needs in a community 
than would be accessible to males alone.  In the 
experience of this organisation, it is also essen-
tial,  particularly in tense situations, to pair one 
older employee with one younger one — each will 
have better access to, and interaction with, dif-
ferent strata in a community. Older males, espe-
cially those that know how to carry themselves 
with an air of quiet authority, will garner more 
respect from local authorities than young people.  

Female staff, on the other hand, may enjoy 
greater access and acceptance than males in 
the cultural context because they are regarded 
as more “neutral” or at least less “obtrusive” 
than males in some situations.  An inclusive ap-
proach to hiring yields obvious benefits for ac-
cess.  Staff that reflect the different backgrounds 
of people living in the programming environment 
can more effectively reach out to those commu-
nities with the greatest likelihood of success.  As 
one field coordinator said, “If your staff looks like 
the community, you will do better.” 

Hiring Through Relationships 

Experienced international and Iraqi managers 
have recognized the value of partially or fully 
delegating hiring decisions to local Iraqi col-
leagues.  Strategic hiring implies the need for an 
acute understanding of local dynamics, which is 
in short supply among international managers 
and Iraqis who are not from the areas where 
staff will be employed.  An international head of 
office put it this way: “I’ve been here for a while 
now but I’ll always be an outsider.  I wouldn’t 
know where to begin to do this.”   
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“I lived through a war and 
worked as a national staff 
officer in my home country.  
Now I’m dealing all day with 
Iraqi national staff.  I think 
this has given me an 
important perspective on 
them, and they seem to 
relate well to me.” 

Prog. officer with an 
international NGO 

 

“Iraq has traditionally been 
state-heavy and state-
centric, and the remnants of 
this are still very apparent.  
People, including our staff, 
will over-state needs 
because they see that the 
services that used to be 
provided by the state are 
absent.  It’s hard to break 
through this kind of thinking 
when we’re trying to take 
community-based 
approaches.” 

Prog. officer with a medical 
NGO 

 

“Head offices need to be 
willing to take risks and 
delegate their authority to 
the field.  Iraq is a gold mine 
for qualified national staff.” 

NGO Head of Office 

Relying on trusted staff for referrals and recom-
mendations on new hires has been an effective 
way of ensuring that teams are cohesive and 
harmonious.  Where staff are already known or 
connected to one-another, these relationships 
have helped to minimize staff accountability 
problems because team members feel obliga-
tions to one-another, as well as to the organisa-
tion.   

In the experience of several agencies who follow 
this practice, it results in a staff that is self-
policing.  Due to the risks involved in being an 
aid worker in Iraq, staff tend to be very conscious 
of the shortcomings of colleagues and, since 
their personal safety can depend on it, they are 
often acutely interested in who should or should 
not be brought into an organisation.  For exam-
ple, past employment as an interpreter for the 
MNF-I, or a relationship with a troublesome and 
unpredictable militia, can have debilitating ef-
fects on all staff to the point where operationality 
is threatened. After a newcomer is hired, peer 
pressure minimizes the need for field coordina-
tors and remote managers to intervene in dis-
putes or to micro-manage their staff.  One organi-
sation reported that they put new staff on proba-
tion for one month, during which their interaction 
with the community — and not just their technical 
competency — is assessed by their colleagues.  
At the end of the month staff are asked whether 
they are comfortable working with the newcomer. 

Hiring through relationships has also proven 
invaluable for organizations with protection or 
medical assistance programmes.  It works be-
cause they are able to go through the personal 
and professional networks of trusted staff to 
forge relationships relatively quickly with far-
flung legal and medical professionals — even on 
a country-wide basis—who were once the class-
mates or former colleagues of the organisation's 
employees. 

There are obvious theoretical pitfalls to hiring 
through relationships, including the dangers of 
nepotism or of delegated staff members 
“stacking” an organisation so that it becomes 
biased towards a particular tribal, religious or 
other group.  If hiring through relationships fails, 
reduced access is possible.  In practice, however, 
such risks have been avoided by ensuring careful 
oversight from mature and experienced interna-
tional staff and trusted field coordinators. 

Firing and Layoffs 

Although it does not appear to be as common a 
problem as in other violent contexts, some or-
ganizations in Iraq have encountered security 
problems from terminated staff and from  those 
with whom terminated employees are affiliated.  
Firing a staff-member can have implications for 
an organisation's relationship with the em-
ployee’s network.  “It’s very easy for a disgrun-
tled employee to make an accusation against us 
that we’re spies, or that we’re working with the 
Americans.  So we need to be careful about who 
we hire because someday we might need to let 
him go.  And if we end up firing him, we need to 
be careful about how we do it.” 

Firing for poor performance or misconduct has 
been avoided to some extent by careful strategic 
hiring through relationships and relying on peer 
pressure from the team to correct staff deficien-
cies.  Experienced managers stress the need to 
be very clear with staff about what is expected of 
them, and to have transparent disciplinary proc-
esses when there are lapses in performance.   In 
one case, this helped to avert difficulties be-
cause other staff—who were embarrassed by the 
poor performance of a fellow employee — came 
to the organisation's defense when the employee 
claimed that he had been unfairly fired.  

As in other violent contexts, downsizing is a re-
curring need for humanitarian programmes when 
donor resources shrink, or following sudden 
bursts of humanitarian activity.  In at least one 
case, downsizing has resulted in real threats to 
an organisation's continued operationality. Stra-
tegic hiring through relationships can again help 
to avoid the risks, but managers have also found 
it useful to be crystal clear to new hires that their 
period of employment is limited to what is stated 
in their contract, and they should have no expec-
tations beyond that.  Although few organizations 
have the donor resources necessary to provide 
severance packages, in some cases these have 
helped to soften the impact of lay-off notices. 

 

“A professional approach 
calls for qualified staff — 
national and international, 
specialist and generalist — 
who are familiar with and 
understand the different 
contexts in which they work.  
They require special 
qualities: sensitivity, 
curiosity, the ability to listen, 
and a desire to find 
solutions to even the most 
intractable problems in 
highly complex 
environments.” 

ICRC Overview of 
Operations, 2008. 

Briefing of local youth recruited locally for humanitarian 
distributions in Baghdad 

Photo: private collection 
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“People Management” 

Field and support staff in Iraq and Amman credit 
supportive management as the single-most im-
portant enabler of their work, and the reason 
why they intend to stay at their jobs in spite of 
the risks.  Iraqi and international managers who 
were consulted for the Focus on Operationality 
research repeatedly mentioned the importance 
of nurturing organizational cultures and manage-
ment practices that reflected care and concern 
for staff welfare.  In their view, staff welfare ex-
tended well beyond concern with staff safety to 
encompass measures and supports that helped 
staff do their jobs effectively in stressful, dy-
namic, and often frustrating and dangerous envi-
ronments. 

Managers of organizations that enjoyed good 
staff retention credited good “people manage-
ment” and good salaries with persuading people 
to stay.  An experienced field coordinator in 
southern Iraq makes a point of cultivating a 
sense of family among staff.  He gives employees 
time and opportunity to air their concerns, prob-
lems and ideas, while also providing “strong but 
kind” counsel and leadership.  He also advises 
managers to stress the importance of the hu-
manitarian work that staff are doing, and to nur-
ture a strong sense of the humanitarian mission 
that can often become lost amid the burdens of 
administration hassles, reporting requirements, 
and day-to-day routine. 

Another senior manager stresses the need to 
ensure that staff are nurtured in their commit-
ment to the basics of humanitarianism.  This 
means spending time to inculcate a sound un-
derstanding of humanitarian principles, codes of 
conduct, and so on.  In his view, when staff are 
given an opportunity to discuss and reflect on 
their experiences, this helps to further 
strengthen their commitment to effective and 
principled work. 

An international manager based in Amman, 
meanwhile, emphasizes the need for face-to-face 
meetings not only for building trust and exchang-
ing information, but also for “exchanging en-
ergy.”  When field staff are brought together with 
remote managers and support staff, he feels that 
he and his staff are motivated by the energy, 
dedication and self-sacrifice of the field staff, 
and believes that his field staff are likewise moti-
vated and reassured by the commitment they 
see in the Amman support staff. 

 

Managing Remote Management 

Remote managers and field staff alike have a 
litany of complaints about the frustrations and 
inefficiencies of remote control and remote man-
agement modalities.  Some, however, appear to 
have adapted extremely well to distance man-
agement and have evolved various systems and 
approaches to make it work.  One experienced 
international manager of an organisation that 
had a very stable and effective staff found his 
Amman-based Iraq post a refreshing change: “I 
spend less time on personnel management than 
I’ve done in other places and I can focus more on 
programme.  We made an initial heavy invest-
ment in training and mentoring our staff — both 
here and in Iraq — and it has paid off.  Once this 
investment has been made, contact and trust is 
good and you can have a routine.”  He identified 
the following measures that helped to nurture 
good relations and smooth-running programmes 
run remotely: 

• Delegation of Authority.  If you have good staff 
you don’t need to micro-manage them.  They 
are in Iraq and you are not, so I don’t second-
guess their judgment about what we can and 
cannot do.  I might push them a bit sometimes, 
but they know how to say “no” to me.  More 
often than not, they’re coming to me with ideas 
about how we can do more. 

• Face-to-Face Contact.  We have Skype on all 
the time and I have an open-door policy.  But 
Skype and e-mail aren’t enough.  Remote man-
agers need to know one-another very well for 
things to work smoothly.  We write into our 
proposals sufficient budget lines for travel to 
allow us to get together face-to-face on a regu-
lar basis — about every 2 months.  They come 
armed with a long list of questions, and we 
take the time to go through them.  Sometimes 
we gather all together in northern Iraq.  It’s 
good for them to see how it is up there.  It moti-
vates them.  And when they come to Amman, 
we make sure they have time to unwind. 

• Systems.  We make sure that everyone knows 
exactly what is expected of them, and we’ve 
put in place systems, oversight, accountability 
and performance standards so that no-one is 
left floundering.  Surprisingly enough, the sys-
tems give us greater flexibility when things 
change because it allows us to delegate au-
thority to the field: we’re careful that our sys-
tems don’t become a burden.  This is impor-
tant.  We’ve been doing remote management 
for more than 2 years now.  We welcome re-
flection, creativity and new ideas, but we don’t 
need new staff re-inventing the wheel and 
learning from mistakes that could be costly to 
our work and our staff. 

“Someone from outside 
Iraq, or from a different part 
of Iraq, will notice different 
things about a place or a 
situation than a person who 
is from there.  It’s good to 
have a mix of eyes and ears 
on the ground because 
different people will focus 
on different things.” 

International employee of 
an international 

organisation who travels 
regularly to Iraq 

 

“The Iraqi staff we’ve 
recruited from the big cities 
are well-educated and 
dedicated, but they’re often 
shocked when they 
encounter real poverty.  
Sometimes they lack the 
perspective it takes to do 
this job well when they go 
into towns and villages and 
encounter a way of life 
that’s foreign to them.  They 
don’t recognize the coping 
strategies people have.” 

International prog. manager 

 

“Complaining about lack of 
information is bullshit.  It’s 
become an excuse not to do 
things.  Working in Amman, 
it’s like we’ve been dropped 
in jelly.  It’s like we’re all 
drugged.  We all seem to 
move so slowly.  National 
staff and NGOs get fed up 
with it.  We don’t see, we 
don’t feel.  But if you don’t 
have the emotional push 
you’d get inside Iraq by 
seeing it and feeling close 
to the beneficiaries, then 
you should at least use your 
professional knowledge to 
do what is needed.” 

Former NGO Head of Office. 

 

“Some younger managers 
seem to have something to 
prove, and tend to want to 
micro-manage Iraqi staff 
who are more experienced 
than they are.  That can 
cause serious problems.” 

Iraqi prog. manager 
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Further information and resources 

Reserve Capacity Needed Among Key Staff 

Few organizations have been able to afford to duplicate key staff to ensure that 
programmes are not threatened if key staff are incapacitated or lost.  In a 
programming context where skilled and politically astute key staff are a necessary 
condition for safer access and operationality, this represents a troubling vulnerability 
of existing humanitarian programmes.  In a serious lapse in donor adaptation to the 
context, only a very few donors have been responsive to the need to have a degree of 
redundancy among key staff in order to better ensure the survivability of programmes. 

In response, some organizations have encouraged “indispensable” staff to mentor or 
double up with other employees in their role in order to prevent fatal staffing gaps from 
suddenly emerging.  This has not been easy, in one manager’s estimation, because, 
“Iraqis don’t respond well to plural leadership.”  Another manager, however, sees it as 
a way of encouraging junior or less-experienced staff to progress through the 
organisation.  “When our best junior staff are given opportunities to take more 
responsibility, they are more motivated and they want to stay with us.  The benefits for 
us are longer staff retention and some reserve capacity if one of our most important 
field managers is killed or has to go into hibernation.” 

‘Focus on Operationality’ Briefing Papers document lessons learned and best practices drawn from the recent experiences of 
operational humanitarian organizations inside Iraq, and provide information relating to current policy and operational challenges.  Their 
content does not necessarily reflect NCCI member views.  The Briefing Papers are intended as living documents.  Readers, particularly 
from operational agencies inside Iraq, are encouraged to provide feedback and suggestions to the author, Greg Hansen, at ghan-
sen@islandnet.com and to NCCI at webmanager@ncciraq.org.  This and other Operationality Briefing Papers are available for 
download as PDF files from http://www.ncciraq.org/spip.php?rubrique316.  Readers are welcome to quote or reproduce them entirely 
or in part but are requested to give due acknowledgement. 
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Key Points 
 

• Aid is seldom neutral in 
terms of its impact on con-
flict: it either makes pre-
existing tensions worse, or it 
helps to reduce them. 

• ‘Do No Harm’ is a tool for 
systematically organizing 
information about an aid 
programme and the context 
of conflict so that negative 
interactions with conflict can 
be anticipated and avoided 
by finding options for doing 
things differently. 

• Exclusive targeting, instead of 
targeting on the basis of 
need alone, can be difficult 
and dangerous for fieldwork-
ers to explain to those who 
are deprived. 

• Allocation of facilities to dis-
placed Iraqis has periodically 
caused tensions with host 
communities when it has 
deprived them of the use of 
those facilities. 

• Communal tensions have 
arisen among staff of some 
humanitarian organizations, 
leading to suggestions of bias 
in resource allocation.  Trans-
parency has been an effec-
tive tool for thwarting this. 

• The scale of the reconstruc-
tion effort in Iraq, the vast 
resources available to it and 
its weak results suggest the 
need for close monitoring to 
ensure that inter-communal 
tensions are not unintention-
ally worsened. 

January 2008 

Background 

This Focus on Operationality Briefing Paper sur-
veys interactions between aid and conflict in Iraq 
and summarizes the “Do No Harm” framework.  
It draws upon analysis and discussions that 
emerged during two Do No Harm trainings: the 
first in Baghdad in 2004, and the second in Am-
man in December, 2007 as part of the Focus on 
Operationality project.  Participants in the latest 
training included some of the most experienced 
field staff in Iraq, as well as international and 
Iraqi remote managers in Amman. 

Interactions Between Aid & Conflict in Iraq 

Participants in the Do No Harm trainings, and 
other  field staff interviewed for the Focus on 
Operationality research, identified a number of 
ways they had seen their aid programmes inter-
act with conflict.  They described some of the 
options they had found for doing things differ-
ently and, thinking ahead, they also anticipated a 
number of emerging issues where there was 
strong potential for assistance efforts to have a 
negative effect on conflict. 

Exclusive Targeting Decisions 

Exclusive targeting means selecting beneficiaries 
based on their status or identity group, such as 

     FOCUS 

     on 

 OPERATIONALITY 

Greg Hansen 

Sunni / Shia / Kurd / Christian / Palestinian / 
IDP / host community, “pre / post-Samarra IDP”, 
etc.  Such targeting can inadvertently reinforce 
pre-existing tensions, divisions or jealousies be-
tween people and groups.   

In 2008, it appears that the policies of most 
donors and UN funding agencies in Iraq are more 
attuned than in 2004 to the potential problems 
with exclusive targeting.  Donors are now more 
willing to allow implementing partners to target 
flexibly on the basis of need alone, even if this is 
counter to formal targeting criteria.   

A well-planned distribution in Baghdad.  Local sheikhs were 
asked to participate in the planning, and were present to 
ensure that it went smoothly. 

Photo: personal collection 
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However, problems do still occur.  Field workers 
in Iraq note that it is very difficult and dangerous 
to explain to people in need why they have been 
excluded from distributions when the targeting 
criteria do not include them.  Options for avoiding 
this include transparency in targeting decisions, 
community participation involving local authori-
ties in identifying people in most acute need, 
encouraging donor agencies to apply targeting 
criteria with greater flexibility, and ensuring that 
assessments of need include coverage of all 
people in a given area, not just specific groups. 

 

Allocation of Facilities for Displaced Persons 

Appropriation of schools and other facilities to 
house Iraq’s displaced persons has periodically 
caused tensions with host communities when 
the host community is deprived of the use of 
those facilities.  In one illustration of this near 
Fallujah, one floor of a school building was being 
used to house IDPs.  Tensions arose between the 
IDPs and their host community when boys from 
the IDP families in the school began harassing 
girls attending their classes.  Soon, threats were 
made against the IDP families.  Religious leaders 
stepped in to help resolve the dispute, with the 
outcome that some IDP families were moved to 
different accommodation, while others were 
employed by the community as guards for the 
school.  The example illustrates the need for 
local authorities to consider carefully the impacts 
on neighborhoods and communities when deci-
sions are made about how to accommodate and 
tend to the welfare of newcomers. 

Iraqi aid workers from mixed areas of the country 
are also concerned that whenever housing re-
construction and other assistance to returnees 
increases, aid that is rightly targeted on the basis 
of need will appear to favor a particular identity 
group in some locations.  Their concern is pro-
phetic, given the experience with returns in many 
other conflicts.  Due to the way destruction was 
experienced by various communities from place 
to place during inter-communal violence, if peo-
ple of one group were expelled from a neighbor-
hood, then returnee assistance targeted solely 
on the basis of need will appear to favor the 
group that was displaced. 

As in other conflicts, tensions may emerge be-
tween those who have remained behind and 
those who have stayed.  There have already 
been reports of violent conflict in cases where 
returnees have come home to find their houses 
occupied by others, sometimes from a different 
community.  Some militias have reportedly made 
a lucrative business of renting the homes of 
forced migrants to others.   

 

If this is indeed the case, it means that the prob-
lem of property disputes has become more en-
trenched and complex over time.  If militias or 
fighters have a vested financial interest in main-
taining the status quo, it will be far more difficult 
to ensure that eventual returns are managed 
safely and sustainably so that “return” doesn’t 
mean return into secondary displacement, or 
worse. 

 

Inter-communal Tensions Between Staff 

Although there is considerable reluctance among 
agencies to acknowledge it as a problem, the 
divisions that have flared within and between 
communities in Iraq have been reflected within 
and between humanitarian organizations, among 
staff of different backgrounds.  Inter-communal 
tensions were not evident among staff in 2003 
and 2004, but predictably, given the level of 
violence experienced by the families of many aid 
agency employees, tensions have increased as 
the situation in Iraq has deteriorated.   

The problem is exacerbated by the loss of staff 
mobility: with more and more staff working dis-
creetly from their homes, there is less face-to-
face contact between them.  Greater isolation 
among staff gives rise to greater possibility for 
misunderstandings to occur.  Inevitably these 
sometimes take on an inter-communal tenor.  
Moreover, staff from one community are less 
able to work in areas dominated or controlled by 
another community.  There is less interaction 
between aid workers from one community with 
beneficiaries from another community, whereas 
before 2005 it was the norm for Iraqis of all af-
filiations to have good access to all communities 
before inter-communal violence escalated. 

Some organizations have found creative options 
for dealing with the problem: 

• managers stress humanitarian professionalism 
and the need to ensure that staff are not 
“infected” by the inter-communal tensions that 
prevail in some areas.  This means emphasiz-
ing that the organisation works for the good of 
all, and is a safe space for all where profes-
sionalism is the prevailing ethic. 

• transparency and inclusiveness in decisions 
about hiring and resource allocation help to 
defuse suspicions among staff about hidden 
biases in the organisation's work. 

• staff who lack access to areas dominated by 
another community can be briefed on the or-
ganisation's work in these areas by staff who 
do have access.  Photos can be helpful for 
helping staff to visualize how budget lines are 
being spent. 

‘Focus on Operationality’ 
Briefing Papers are meant 
for humanitarian organiza-
tions inside Iraq, supporting 
agencies, policymakers & 
donors.  They provide infor-
mation on current policy & 
operational challenges, as 
well as lessons learned & 
best practices drawn from 
recent field experience.  
They have been researched 
in Iraq, Jordan & Kuwait. 
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“Do No Harm” 

Programme managers, field staff and donors don’t finish wars and they certainly don’t start them. But part of the trend toward 
greater professionalism in humanitarian action includes a heightened vigilance against unintentionally making conflict any worse 
than it already is.  Beginning in the mid-1990s, international and local NGOs, UN Agencies, the Red Cross / Red Crescent 
Movement and donors began a collaborative effort to learn from field experience about how humanitarian and development aid 
interacted with conflict, and how aid agencies had found options to avoid doing inadvertent harm. The “Local Capacities for Peace 
Project”, and the analytical framework that emerged from it, was led by the Collaborative for Development Action (CDA) and is 
commonly known as “Do No Harm”. 

Aid workers provide assistance and protection to the vulnerable out of the best of humanitarian intentions. Often, they also strive to 
be neutral towards parties in conflict. But experience in many war zones shows that aid is seldom neutral in terms of its effects on 
conflict. That is, it either helps people to disengage from fighting by providing space and voice for non-war attitudes and actions, 
institutions, systems etc, or it has a negative effect on conflict by providing flashpoints, increasing competition, hatred and mistrust, 
deepening divisions, etc.  By the way it is provided, aid either makes tensions worse, or it helps to reduce them. 

Sometimes there are repercussions for the aid agency itself when its programming decisions are not filtered through the lens of 
conflict.  Attacks on aid operations and personnel in Iraq most often occur for reasons that are completely unrelated to an agency’s 
own decisions.  But a rock thrown through the window of an NGO office, or threats against field workers, are sometimes the first 
graphic indication that something has gone wrong.  Much more often, though, when aid has a negative impact on conflict the fallout 
is felt first and most acutely by those in the neighborhood at the receiving end of assistance. 

Programme managers, field staff and donors collectively have options for doing things differently within their programming 
environment because it is aid workers and donors who decide what is provided, who receives it, who provides it (staff and partners), 
who is drawn into the decision-making process about who-gets-what, when it is provided, where, and how.   

A Do No Harm analysis helps aid workers to systematically organize the information they already have about their context and about 
their programme so that negative interactions with conflict can be anticipated and avoided.  Using the Framework illustrated below, 
it entails 6 steps: 1) an analysis of tensions and divisions in the programming context, with particular emphasis on the tensions that 
prevail in the immediate area or neighborhood where assistance is being provided, 2) an analysis of the connectors between people 
and groups in the programme context, 3) mapping the details of the aid programme, 4) identifying and anticipating interactions 
between details of the aid programme with tensions and connectors, 5) identifying options for adjusting or re-designing the aid 
programme to avoid negative effects and maximize positive effects, and, 6) verifying that programme adjustments do not 
themselves result in harmful impacts.  Do No Harm is meant to be applied on an ongoing basis throughout the life of a programme. 

 Framework for Considering the Impact of Aid on Conflict 
From Mary B. Anderson, Do No Harm: How Aid Can Support Peace — Or War* 
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Patterns of Impacts of Aid on Conflict 

(Adapted from Mary B. Anderson, Do No Harm: How Aid Can Support Peace — Or War*) 

Resource Transfers 

When scarce aid resources are introduced into resource-scarce environments, very often, unintentionally, aid resources feed into and 
worsen the pre-existing tensions, jealousies, suspicions and perceptions of injustice that underpin conflicts between people and 
groups in the first place.  There are several ways that bringing aid resources into a conflict environment can make that conflict worse: 

Theft — Very often aid goods are stolen by warriors to support the war effort either directly (as when food is stolen to feed fighters), or 
indirectly (as when food is stolen and sold in order to raise money to buy weapons). 

Market Effects — Aid affects prices, wages and profits and can either reinforce the war economy (enriching activities and people that 
are war-related) or the peace economy (reinforcing “normal” civilian production, consumption, and exchange). 

Distributional Effects — When aid is targeted to some groups and not others, and these groups exactly or partially overlap with the 
divisions represented in the conflict, aid can reinforce and exacerbate conflict.  Aid can also reinforce connectors by linking groups by 
the ways it is distributed. 

Substitution Effects — Aid can substitute for local resources that would have been used to meet civilian needs and, thus, free these 
up to be used in support of war.  There is a political substitution effect that is equally important: when aid agencies assume 
responsibility for civilian survival to such an extent that this allows local leaders and fighters to define their roles solely in terms of 
warfare and control through violence.  As the aid agencies take on support of non-war aspects of life, such leaders can increasingly 
abdicate responsibility for these activities. 

Legitimization Effects — Aid legitimizes some people and some actions, and weakens or sidelines others.  It can support either those 
people and actions that pursue war, or those that pursue and maintain peace. 

 

Implicit Ethical Messages Sent by Aid 

By the way it is provided, humanitarian action also sends ethical messages that either reinforce or discredit the pre-existing divisions 
and tensions that underlie conflict.  The Do No Harm project has identified several types of negative implicit ethical messages: 

Arms and Power — When aid agencies hire armed guards to protect their goods from theft or their workers from harm, the implicit 
ethical messages perceived by those in the context is that it is legitimate for arms to determine who gets access to food and medical 
supplies and that security and safety derive from weapons. 

Disrespect, Mistrust, Competition Among Aid Agencies — When aid agencies refuse to cooperate with each other, and even worse 
“bad mouth” one another (saying things such as “we don’t work the way they work; we are better and they get it wrong…), the 
message received by those in the area is that it is unnecessary to cooperate with anyone with whom one does not agree.  Further, 
you don’t have to respect or work with people you don’t like. 

Aid Workers and Impunity — When aid workers use the goods and support systems provided as aid for their own pleasures and 
purposes (as when they take the vehicle to the mountains for a weekend holiday even when petrol is scarce), the message is that if 
one has control over resources, it is permissible to use them for personal benefit without being accountable to anyone else who may 
have a claim on these resources. 

Different Value for Different Lives — When aid agency policies allow for evacuation of expatriate staff if danger occurs but not for care 
of local staff, or even worse, when plans call for removal of vehicles, radios and expats while local staff, food and other supplies are 
left behind, the message is that some lives (and even some goods) are more valuable than other lives. 

Powerlessness — When aid staff disclaim responsibility for the impacts of their aid programmes, saying things such as “You can’t 
hold me accountable for what happens here; it is my headquarters, or the donor, or these combatants who make my aid have 
negative impacts,” the message received is that individuals in humanitarian emergencies cannot have much power and, thus, they 
do not have to take responsibility for what they do or how they do it.  And, of course, this is what is heard from people involved in 
wars – “I can’t help what I do; someone else makes me do it.” 

Belligerence, Tension, Suspicion — When aid workers are nervous about conflict and worried for their own safety to such an extent 
that they approach every situation with suspicions and belligerence, believing for example that these soldiers at the checkpoint “only 
understand power” and “can’t be trusted to be human,” their interactions with people in war zones very often reinforce the modes 
and moods of warfare.  The message received is that power is, indeed, the broker of human interactions and it is normal to approach 
everyone with suspicion and belligerence. 

Publicity — Finally, when NGO headquarters use publicity pictures that emphasize the gruesomeness of warfare and the victimization 
of parties, they can reinforce the demonization of one side in a war and, thus, reinforce the sense that all people on that side are evil 
while everyone on another side is an innocent sufferer.  This is seldom the case and undermines the humanitarian principle.  This, 
too, can reinforce the modes and moods of warfare rather than helping the public, or the agency’s own staff, find an even-handed 
way to respond to those on all sides who seek and want peace. 

Briefing Paper  4       Interactions between Aid and Conflict in Iraq 
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‘Focus on Operationality’ Briefing Papers document lessons learned and best practices drawn from the recent experiences of 
operational humanitarian organisations inside Iraq, and provide information relating to current policy and operational challenges.  Their 
content does not necessarily reflect NCCI member views.  The Briefing Papers are intended as living documents.  Readers, particularly 
from operational agencies inside Iraq, are encouraged to provide feedback and suggestions to the author, Greg Hansen, at ghan-
sen@islandnet.com and to NCCI at webmanager@ncciraq.org.  This and other Operationality Briefing Papers are available for 
download as PDF files from http://www.ncciraq.org/spip.php?rubrique316.  Readers are welcome to quote or reproduce them entirely 
or in part but are requested to give due acknowledgement. 
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Further information and resources 

Manipulation for Political Purposes of the Returns of IDPs and Refugees 

Currently, most actors in the humanitarian community are acutely concerned about 
the apparent manipulation for political purposes of the question of returns of IDPs 
and refugees to their homes in Iraq.  Humanitarian agencies face a dilemma.  On 
one hand, there are grounds for facilitating a return as soon as safely possible in 
order to avoid the entrenchment of displacement, and the institutionalization of 
divisions that ratify inter-communal cleansing.  However, there is a strong sense 
that a return is being rushed before conditions conducive to safety and dignity have 
been established, and suspicions that data on existing returns has been inflated 
and propagandized by Iraqi and international authorities in order to illustrate that 
Iraq is safer and more stable than it actually is.   

There is an acute risk that as pressures mount on the humanitarian community to 
prematurely begin facilitating returns, returns will be neither safe nor sustainable.  
It is far from certain whether the localized and relative reduction in violence of the 
last few months will persist.  The potential for further bloodshed from rushed and 
premature returns is high and there is a strong likelihood that those who are 
convinced to return prematurely will be returning to secondary displacement. 

This is not a new dilemma for humanitarian agencies working in conflict situations, 
and particularly for UNHCR. At the heart of protection mandates is the imperative to 
safeguard the vulnerable regardless of extraneous political agendas. 
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Key Points 
 
• Independent aid organiza-

tions in Iraq regard the blur-
ring of military & humanitar-
ian roles as a serious opera-
tional constraint that impairs 
their ability to increase their 
presence & activity. 

• Consistent with US counterin-
surgency doctrine, MNF-I 
strategy emphasizes direct 
material aid to influence 
public opinion.  This has 
confused Iraqis about the 
roles of military forces & 
humanitarian agencies. 

• MNF-I resources for assis-
tance efforts are in the order 
of $billions & have steadily 
increased since 2003. 

• With the acute risks to the 
population that these efforts 
entail, the obligation of the 
MNF-I to protect Iraqi civil-
ians now appears to take 
second place to the military 
objective of winning Iraqi 
hearts and minds. 

• Unlike in other conflicts, the 
humanitarian community has 
not  systematically monitored 
- or attempted to prevent - 
military encroachments on 
humanitarian space in Iraq. 

• There has been an ongoing 
reticence in the UN and 
among donors to assert 
humanitarian space in Iraq 
against encroachments by 
military actors. 

January 2008 

Background 

This Focus on Operationality Briefing Paper sum-
marizes current issues and trends in humanitar-
ian—military interactions in Iraq.  It surveys the 
threats posed to humanitarian space by the as-
sistance activities of international military actors, 
and describes international guidelines that are 
intended to inform the humanitarian—military 
relationship. 

Many independent humanitarian organizations in 
Iraq regard the blurring of military and humani-
tarian roles as a serious operational constraint.  
Perceived affiliation with the Multinational 
Forces-Iraq (MNF-I) undermines their acceptance 
by local communities and limits their ability to 
respond to urgent humanitarian needs through 
increased presence and operations. 

Military Civic Action vs. Humanitarian Action 

Although humanitarian action and the assistance 
activities of military forces often occur in the 
same space and appear very similar, there are 
fundamental differences between them. 

US military doctrine describes military civic ac-
tion in a theatre of war as a “force-multiplier”.  It 
serves the commander’s military mission through 
intelligence gathering, force protection and 
“psychological operations”, commonly known as 
“hearts-and-minds” activities.  The latter are 
aimed at building acceptance with populations 
by influencing public perceptions about the legiti-
macy of a military mission in the conflict area 

and the home country.  Visibility is thus essential 
to the success of military assistance efforts. Mili-
tary civic action and other forms of instrumental-
ized assistance are often erroneously described 
by combatants and in media as “humanitarian”. 

Humanitarian action is based on need alone.  It 
provides life-saving assistance, protection and 
support for the welfare of the civilian population 
in accordance with international norms and stan-
dards. It is conducted in accordance with the 
principles of humanity, neutrality, impartiality 
and independence which are essential to the 
acceptance of humanitarian organizations in the 
conflict areas where they work. Humanitarian 
action emphasizes local capacity and participa-
tion, and seeks to be developmental - and thus 
sustainable - in its approach to relief tasks. 

Blurring the lines.  If these are humanitarians, who are 
the soldiers?   

Photo: US Central Command 
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“As a matter of principle, the 
military and civil defence assets 
of belligerent forces or of units 
that find themselves actively 
engaged in combat shall not be 
used to support humanitarian 
activities.” 

“Humanitarian work should be 
performed by humanitarian 
organisations.” 

UN Guidelines 

Greg Hansen 

Humanitarian-Military 
Interactions in Iraq 
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Some are embedded in MNF-I bases, adding to  a 
confluence of roles and the confusion of the 
population. 

Blurring of Roles  

In policy or practice, independent humanitarian 
organisations in Iraq are careful to keep their 
distance from the MNF-I so as not to appear affili-
ated with, or co-opted by, an unpopular party to 
the conflict.    However, in a context where armed 
soldiers hand out assistance directly to the popu-
lation, roles are thoroughly blurred and the per-
ception of many Iraqis is that western aid agen-
cies are affiliated with what they regard as “the 
occupation”.  This increases the risks for humani-
tarian organisations and for the population.  

Dilemma for Humanitarian Organisations 

Confusion about military and humanitarian roles 
has persisted.  For safety reasons, it has been 
necessary for most independent aid agencies to 
work in low-profile, often keeping their identity 
completely hidden.  Low profile and covert mo-
dalities in much of Iraq thus mean that it is diffi-
cult for humanitarian organisations to visibly 
demonstrate their neutrality, impartiality and 
independence from the MNF-I so that their ac-
ceptance by local communities is improved. 

While humanitarian agencies have been in low 
profile, the well-resourced civic action efforts of 
the MNF-I are high profile and well-publicized.  
Some national military contingents in the MNF-I 
have made conscious efforts to package their 
role in Iraq as explicitly “humanitarian”.  These 
efforts have included information campaigns and 
extensive publicity in Iraqi media. 

Humanitarian organisations face a dilemma: 
their low profile enables some humanitarian work 
in the short term, but renders it less safe and 
sustainable in the long term.  Unless they work in 
higher profile they cannot nurture the needed 
acceptance in communities that is a necessary 
condition for increasing the scale of their work on 
the ground. 

Briefing Paper 5     Humanitarian-Military Interactions 

Current Issues and Trends 

MNF-I counter-insurgency strategy in Iraq empha-
sizes the importance of “non-lethal operations” 
or the “build” component of “clear, hold and 
build” operations.  The US surge strategy in-
cludes unprecedented involvement of MNF-I 
troops and assets in various civic action efforts 
including provision of assistance directly to the 
population.  

Since 2003, US$2.7 billion has been appropri-
ated by the US Congress for the Commander’s 
Emergency Response Program (CERP) for 
“urgent humanitarian, relief and reconstruction 
requirements” that immediately assist Iraqis.  
CERP funding has steadily increased since 2003: 
un-expended CERP assets are approximately 
US$1.2 billion. 

As of January 2008, 32 “Provincial Reconstruc-
tion Teams” (PRTs), Provincial Support Teams 
(PSTs) and “Embedded PRTs” (ePRTs) have been 
established by coalition governments, primarily 
the US but also the UK, Korea and Italy (see map 
Page 4), with core funding of some US$1.8 bil-
lion.  The CERP and other funds are also put at 
the disposal of the PRTs.   

US PRTs are formally led by the US Department 
of State but the majority are embedded in US 
military positions.  PRT staff typically include 
military personnel, diplomats, USAID staff and 
commercial contractors. 

Although US documentation on the PRTs avoids 
mention of “humanitarian” roles, in practice the 
PRTs have been providing relief goods directly to 
the population, sometimes in cooperation with 
affiliated local organisations. 

Civil affairs or “CIMIC” teams have also been 
providing substantial direct assistance, including 
relief goods, to the population.  Commercial con-
tractors and affiliated not-for-profit organisations 
execute various forms of assistance operations 
for—and under escort from—the MNF-I.   

Exchange of Information 
with Military Actors: Where 
to Draw the Line? 
 
Guidance provided by the 
Steering Committee on 
Humanitarian Response 
and others counsel that no 
information should be 
shared with military actors 
which could endanger 
communities or risk the 
security of staff or partners.   
If information is shared, it 
should be done 
transparently to avoid 
suspicions of “spying” or 
taking sides.  Information 
should be limited to that 
which is essential to 
operational effectiveness. 
 
It is the responsibility of 
military and humanitarian 
actors to exchange 
information in certain key 
areas in order to safeguard 
humanitarian interests and 
operations, including: 
 
• Security: essential info 

about conditions and 
activities in shared 
spaces, e.g., traffic in & 
out of humanitarian 
warehouses /  offices can 
arouse military suspicions.  
It may be prudent to 
inform military forces of 
the locations & 
humanitarian nature of 
these facilities to prevent 
interference or worse 

• Logistics: access to port & 
airfield ground handling, 
weather info, evacuation 
procedures, etc 

• Communications: to avoid 
conflict over radio 
frequencies 

• Transport: airspace, land 
routes, curfews, etc 

• Other: the overall 
humanitarian situation, 
impacts of military action 
on the population and on 
humanitarian space 

According to international guidelines, military forces 
engaged in combat operations should not provide 
direct assistance to the population except as a last 
resort when no civilian means are available.  This is to 
prevent the blurring of distinctions between 
humanitarian and military actors and to avoid putting 
civilians at risk. 

Photo: US Central Command 

Photo: US Central Command 
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sence of civilian capacity to meet urgent needs.  There is a ten-
dency for military forces in Iraq to assume that civilian capacity 
does not exist, because they do not see it.  Low-profile humanitar-
ian agencies and local assistance actors are often not visible to 
military forces, and choose to keep their distance from combat-
ants in order to avoid real or perceived affiliations with them. 

Guidance on the Humanitarian-Military Relationship 

A number of non-binding international guidelines have been de-
veloped to inform policy and operational decisions about the role 
of international military forces in humanitarian response, and to 
protect humanitarian space from encroachments by international 
military actors.  (See links, Page 5).   

The most important set of guidelines is the Guidelines on the Use 
of Military and Civil Defense Assets to Support United Nations 
Humanitarian Activities in Complex Emergencies, commonly 
known as “MCDA Guidelines”, (rev 2006).  Complemented by the 
Interagency Standing Committee Reference Paper on Civil-
Military Relationship in Complex Emergencies, the MCDA Guide-
lines form the basis for other policy guidance documents, includ-
ing UNAMI’s Guidelines for Humanitarian Organisations on Inter-
acting with Military and Other Security Actors in Iraq (2004), and 
the Steering Committee on Humanitarian Response (SCHR) Posi-
tion Paper on Humanitarian Military Relations in the Provision of 
Humanitarian Assistance (rev 2004). 

The MCDA Guidelines do not relieve international military forces 
of their Geneva Conventions obligations to ensure the welfare of 
the population.  However, it does not follow from the Geneva 
Conventions that military forces should provide the needed assis-
tance themselves.  The MCDA Guidelines furnish additional guid-
ance based on the kind of assistance provided, and the actual or 
perceived role being played by international forces.  Although they 
deal primarily with UN aid efforts, they are also meant to inform 
decisions of other actors including NGOs, donors, and military 
forces.  They were drafted with the involvement of governments 
participating in the MNF-I, as well as UNHCR, UNICEF, and WFP.  
In addition, they were reviewed by the ICRC, ICVA, IOM, InterAc-
tion and others. The Guidelines’ broad application and the con-
stituency behind them means that they can be an important tool 
for formulating policy and operational responses when military 
forces are engaged in assistance activities that threaten humani-
tarian space.   

According to the MCDA Guidelines and other guidance, an inter-
national military force in a combat role should not provide direct 
assistance to the population except as a last resort in the ab-

MCDA Guidelines and the Hierarchy of Humanitarian Tasks 
 

The MCDA Guidelines categorize assistance based on the degree of contact between military forces & the affected population: 
 

Direct Assistance: face-to-face distribution of goods and services. 

Indirect Assistance: at least one step removed from the population, e.g.,  transporting relief goods or relief personnel. 

Infrastructure Support: provision of general services, e.g., road repair, airspace management & power generation that facilitate relief, but 
are not necessarily visible to or solely for the benefit of the affected population. 

The MCDA Guidelines do not rule out the use of 
military forces engaged in combat roles for 
providing assistance to the infrastructure of a 
humanitarian response, such as furnishing 
behind-the-scenes logistical support, air traffic 
control, satellite imagery or weather reporting.  
However, these tasks have low visibility to the 
population, and this may have an impact on the 
willingness of a military force to assist, especially 
when the commander’s priority is on highly visible 
assistance efforts. 

Protecting Humanitarian Space Against Encroachments by 
Military Actors 

Within the UN system the UN Humanitarian Coordinator is respon-
sible for ensuring greater adherence to MCDA Guidelines & other 
relevant policy & guidance.  In support of this role, UN OCHA nor-
mally deploys civil-military coordination (UN-CMCoord) officers 
who, in theory, work to ensure familiarity and compliance with the 
guidelines from a humanitarian perspective.  UN-CMCoord offi-
cers also serve as liaisons and troubleshooters with military 
forces for the humanitarian community, providing a conduit for 
concerns, complaints, and information essential to humanitarian 
operations.   

Dire threats to humanitarian space in Iraq and the particular ac-
tors involved necessitate a much more assertive stance, at a 
higher policy level, than the UN has been willing to support, re-
flecting ongoing reticence in the UN to take a proactive stand to 
safeguard humanitarian space.  In contrast to the period during 
and immediately after the US-led invasion, this stewardship role 
has been a low priority or has been disregarded since 2003, par-
tially because the UN’s presence, mobility and security in Iraq is 
formally tied to the MNF-I by UN Security Council Resolutions 
1546 and 1770.  In the absence of forthright UN humanitarian 
diplomacy on the issue, others in the humanitarian and donor 
communities have the option of assuming a greater and more 
vocal role, in keeping with positions laid out by the Steering Com-
mittee for Humanitarian Response (SCHR), and donor undertak-
ings elaborated in the Principles and Good Practice of Humanitar-
ian Donorship. 
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http://www.sigir.mil/reports/pdf/audits/07-

‘Focus on Operationality’ Briefing Papers 
are meant for humanitarian organisations 
inside Iraq, supporting agencies, policy-
makers & donors.  They provide informa-
tion on current policy & operational chal-
lenges, as well as lessons learned & best 
practices drawn from recent field experi-
ence.  They have been researched in Iraq, 
Jordan & Kuwait. 

Humanitarian Principles 

Humanity - human suffering must be addressed wherever it is found, with particular attention to the most vulnerable of the population, 
such as children, women and the elderly.  The dignity and rights of all victims must be respected and protected. 

Neutrality - humanitarian assistance must be provided without engaging in hostilities or taking sides in controversies of a political, reli-
gious or ideological nature. 

Impartiality - humanitarian assistance must be provided without discriminating as to ethnic origin, gender, nationality, political opinions, 
race or religion.  Relief of the suffering must be guided solely by needs, and priority must be given to the most urgent cases of distress. 

Independence - humanitarian organisations must be independent of government policies or actions. 

 

Acronyms / Glossary of Terms 

CERP - Commanders’ Emergency Response Program - funds available to US combat officers from the US Department of Defense budget 
for spending on “urgent humanitarian, relief and reconstruction requirements”.  CERP projects “must ensure that maximum goodwill is 
created”. Initially funded by cash seized from Saddam’s palaces, US government funding of the CERP has so far been US$2.7bn, of 
which approximately US$1.5bn has been spent as of January 2008. 

PRT—Provincial Reconstruction Team - PRTs in Iraq are bases from which coalition governments, their donor agencies, military forces 
and commercial contractors seek to improve their interface with provincial / local governments, exerting influence on local power struc-
tures and public opinion through reconstruction and other projects.  Many PRT staff are military, including civil affairs troops.  There are 
currently 10 PRTs deployed in Iraq.  7 are US-led under the US Department of State.  US PRTs received US$792 million for operations in 
2006 and 2007 for an allocated total of US$1.8bn.  However, PRTs are a major vehicle for the CERP and a US$125 million (2007) 
Quick Response Fund of the US Department of State / USAID. 

ePRT—Embedded Provincial Reconstruction Team - small versions of PRTs at the neighborhood level.  15 ePRTs have been deployed by 
the US in Iraq, most in Baghdad.  ePRTs are led by Brigade Combat Team commanders.  They carry out “economic and capacity-building 
initiatives that complement Brigade Combat Team security operations”. 

PST -  Provincial Support Team - there are 7 PSTs embedded in PRTs.  Similar to PRTs, they liaise primarily with provincial level officials. 

QRF - Quick Response Fund -  US Department of State / USAID funds of US$125 million for applications similar to the CERP. 

The map at right shows the geographic 
distribution of the PRTs. Limited 
coordination with the PRTs may be 
justifiable on humanitarian grounds, but 
some assistance agencies are considering 
active cooperation with them. PRTs 
require close scrutiny from the 
humanitarian community.  At best, they 
are unproven instruments of an unpopular 
combatant: their role and longevity is 
inextricably tied to the fortunes or 
misfortunes of the MNF-I.  There is 
potential for further serious contractions 
in humanitarian space because PRTs have 
had massive resources placed at their 
disposal, and they are under pressure to 
expend those resources quickly in Iraqi 
communities. 
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UN OCHA, (rev 2006), Guidelines on the Use of Military and Civil Defense Assets to Support United Nations Humanitarian 
Activities in Complex Emergencies.  Geneva.  http://ochaonline.un.org/OchaLinkClick.aspx?link=ocha&docid=1004858 

UN Inter-Agency Standing Committee, (June 2004), Civil-Military Relationship in Complex Emergencies – An IASC Reference 
Paper, NY. http://ochaonline.un.org/OchaLinkClick.aspx?link=ocha&docid=1001219 

UN OCHA, (October 2004), Guidelines for Humanitarian Organisations on Interacting with Military and Other Security 
Forces in Iraq.  http://ochaonline.un.org/OchaLinkClick.aspx?link=ocha&docid=1002071 

UN OCHA, (September 2001), Guideline of the Use of Military or Armed Escorts for Humanitarian Convoys. 
http://ochaonline.un.org/OchaLinkClick.aspx?link=ocha&docid=100872 

UN OCHA (2007), IMPACT interactive CMCoord training DVD, Military and Civil Defense Unit, Geneva.  The IMPACT training is an in-
teractive CMCoord course intended as a first introduction to CMCoord.  http://ocha.unog.ch/uncmcoord/ 

US Institute of Peace, (2007), Guidelines for Relations Between U.S. Armed Forces and Non-Governmental Humanitarian Or-
ganisations in Hostile or Potentially Hostile Environments, Washington DC.  
http://www.interaction.org/files.cgi/5896_InterAction_US_Mil_CivMil_Guidelines_July_07_flat.pdf 

Hansen, G., (March 2004), Operational Interaction Between UN Humanitarian Agencies and Belligerent Forces — Towards a 
Code of Conduct, Humanitarian Exchange 26, London, Humanitarian Practice Network. http://www.odihpn.org/report.asp?id=2615 

Petraeus, D., and Amos, J. (December 2006), Counterinsurgency, FM 3-24, Headquarters, Department of the Army (US).  
http://www.fas.org/irp/doddir/army/fm3-24.pdf 

Wagner, V., (December 2005), An IHL/ICRC Perspective on ‘Humanitarian Space’, Humanitarian Exchange 32, London, Humanitarian 
Practice Network. http://www.odihpn.org/report.asp?id=2765 

Wheeler, V., and Harmer, A., (March 2006), Resetting the Rules of Engagement: Trends and Issues in Military-Humanitarian 
Relations, Humanitarian Policy Group Report 21, London, HPG. http://www.odi.org.uk/hpg/papers/hpgreport21.pdf 

Further information and resources 

‘Focus on Operationality’ Briefing Papers document lessons learned and best practices drawn from the recent ex-
periences of operational humanitarian organisations inside Iraq, and provide information relating to current policy and 
operational challenges.  Their content does not necessarily reflect NCCI member views.  The Briefing Papers are in-
tended as living documents.  Readers, particularly from operational agencies inside Iraq, are encouraged to provide feed-
back and suggestions to the author, Greg Hansen, at ghansen@islandnet.com and to NCCI at webmanager@ncciraq.org.  
This and other Operationality Briefing Papers are available for download as PDF files from 
http://www.ncciraq.org/spip.php?rubrique316.  Readers are welcome to quote or reproduce them entirely or in part but 
are requested to give due acknowledgement. 

Risks to the Safety and Welfare of the Population 

Military civic action jeopardizes the safety and welfare of beneficiary communities.  
Iraqi civilians have been attacked by one combatant because they have been 
assisted by another, particularly in areas that have experienced intense military 
activity.  It is not uncommon for Iraqis to reject assistance from organizations that 
they do not already trust, out of fear of reprisals.  These are not abstract threats.  
As in Afghanistan, where schools have become a bloody frontline, school visits by 
MNF-I troops bringing schoolbags and candy have resulted in attacks and threats 
against headmasters and teachers.  Increased funding for such civic action efforts 
suggests that the obligation of military forces to protect civilians now takes second 
place to the military objective of influencing hearts and minds. 

In contrast to humanitarian action, military civic action in Iraq is neither needs-
based nor founded on community participation.  Rather, it is supply-driven and 
motivated by the needs of the MNF-I’s military mission.  This has often resulted in 
the provision of inappropriate and even harmful assistance that, at times, has 
created or exacerbated pre-existing tensions within and between communities and 
turned recipients into targets. 
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Key Lessons Learned 

 

• Humanitarian ideals are 
generally warmly embraced 
by Iraqis.  The “western” 
humanitarian ethos reso-
nates well with Islamic teach-
ings. 

• Perceptions among Iraqis of 
the humanitarian apparatus 
have been conditioned by the 
low profile of humanitarian 
agencies, many of which are 
working with low visibility to 
safeguard their operations. 

• Humanitarian principles are 
well-understood by Iraqis, 
partly because they are often 
seen in the breach and in 
ways which cause resent-
ment.. They see serious gaps 
between the humanitarian 
ethos and humanitarian 
practice. 

• Neutrality is not an abstract 
notion to Iraqis..  They regard 
it as an essential protection 
against targeted attack in an 
environment where the 
“wrong” affiliations can be 
toxic and life-threatening. 

• There has been a serious 
blurring of the lines in Iraq 
between military, political, 
not-for-profit and commercial 
actors, on one hand, and 
humanitarian actors on the 
other hand, to the extent 
that many Iraqis (and some 
humanitarian professionals) 
cannot distinguish between 
the various sets of actors. 

January 2008 

Background 

This Focus on Operationality Briefing Paper sum-
marizes a country study on Iraq conducted by the 
Humanitarian Agenda: 2015 project of the Fein-
stein International Center, Tufts University be-
tween October 2006 and May 2007.  The study 
sampled perceptions of humanitarian action 
among Iraqis at the community level, and among 
humanitarian actors in the region.  It focused on 
what Iraqis and aid workers believe to be true 
about the way the humanitarian apparatus has 
functioned or malfunctioned in Iraq, and why.   

The findings of the study, supplemented and 
verified by the Focus on Operationality research, 
confirm both the strength of the humanitarian 
ethos in Iraq and the operational value of princi-
pled humanitarianism, but calls attention to sig-
nificant gaps at ground level between ethos and 
practice.  For the complete study and recommen-
dations, “Taking Sides or Saving Lives: Existential 
Choices for the Humanitarian Enterprise in Iraq”, 
see the link on Page 4. 

The Humanitarian Impulse 

There is no wholesale rejection of the humanitar-
ian ethos in Iraq. The research team heard no 
evidence of a generalized antipathy toward hu-
manitarian ideals. On the contrary, most of those 
interviewed expressed unequivocal solidarity 

with the goals and ideals of humanitarian work 
conducted for its own sake, sympathy with the 
efforts of “good” humanitarian work, and often a 
visceral understanding of neutrality, impartiality 
and independence. Although humanitarian ideals 
are in general warmly embraced in Iraq, the re-
search team heard with consistency that hu-
manitarian action that falls short of the ideal is 
recognized as such and is prone to rejection.  

There is widespread understanding among Iraqis 
of what principled humanitarian action is and is 
not. The researchers heard repeatedly that there 
are strong strains of Islamic teachings and Iraqi 
traditions in the Fundamental Principles of the 
Red Cross / Red Crescent Movement and the 
Code of Conduct for the International Red Cross 
and Red Crescent Movement and NGOs in Disas-
ter Relief.  

     FOCUS 

     on 

 OPERATIONALITY 

Greg Hansen 

Photo courtesy of Mercy Hands for  Humanitarian Aid 
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Islamic Institutions and Humanitarianism 

The many clergy engaged in conversation by the 
research team were particularly open to discuss-
ing similarities and differences between Islamic 
traditions of helping, such as the practices of 
zakat and sadaqah, (obligatory and voluntary 
donations to the poor), and the humanitarian 
ethos that underpins much of the western or 
northern-dominated humanitarian apparatus. 
Some were candid in pointing out what they felt 
were the limitations of Islamic institutions in 
administering obligatory and voluntary dona-
tions. Others pointed to a need to do things more 
“systematically” so that humanitarian efforts 
mounted by mosques and other faith-based com-
munity groups could do more effective work on a 
scale comparable to international NGOs. As one 
Imam put it, “al-Hausa [the seat of the Shia tradi-
tion in Iraq] still doesn’t understand that we can 
use this big number [from the collection of zakat] 
for big projects.” For some, it was time to focus 
on providing assistance to the needy in another 
way. Mention was made of the more systematic 
uses of zakat by Islamic institutions in neighbor-
ing Iran, where large projects were possible.  

The Roles of Mosques and Clergy 

Interviews at community level yielded mixed per-
ceptions of the role of mosques and clergy in 
ensuring that assistance was based on need. 
Many established mosques continue to maintain 
lists of vulnerable individuals in their communi-
ties, such as widows and other groups. Some 
respondents felt strongly that their Imam knew 
best who in their community was most in need 
and, as the most trusted and respected member 
of the immediate community, was the best possi-
ble arbiter of targeting decisions and, in any 
case, much better than NGOs, city councils, or 
parties.  In contrast with nearly all other actors, 
religious offices and mosques are more often 
able to provide assistance in relatively more 
open and visible ways. Local Islamic charities 
and mosques were identified in many interviews 
as the preferred option of first resort for those 
needing assistance or protection.  

 As with the protection activities of mosques, the 
research team heard several examples of 
“pressures” being exerted on local religious 
charities to conform more to the wishes and 
priorities of parties and militias.  As one local 
Imam put it, “Flexible religious leaders can con-
trol some things for the next several months, but 
after that?  It will be very hard for them to inter-
vene [to moderate the behavior of militias].” 

Mosques and Humanitarian Agencies 

The tempered readiness to engage with the inter-
national humanitarian apparatus was also evi-
dent in conversation with a senior Imam in Erbil 
and resonated as well with the accounts given by 
operational NGOs regarding cooperative relation-
ships they had variously nurtured with local 
mosques in Kirkuk, Sadr City, Fallujah and else-
where in order to better enable local distributions 
of emergency relief items. In the south, near 

Basrah, one NGO began in late 2003 to cultivate 
a “friendly, neighborly relationship” with the 
Imam in the mosque down the street from its 
office and, when insecurity began to increase, 
the Imam gave an explicit warning during Friday 
prayers that the NGO was there to help and must 
not be touched. In each case, forethought and 
time were invested in building relationships with 
Imams through respected local contacts.  

Initial approaches by the NGOs were self-
consciously deferential, but trust emerged with 
time, familiarity, and good performance by the 
NGOs in living up to their undertakings with qual-
ity work. The NGOs that had these experiences 
spoke in glowing terms about the access to com-
munities provided by mosques but also recog-
nized that even with trusting relationships, the 
possibilities for greater cooperation with Islamic 
structures were limited by the lack of adequate 
systems. 

Field workers in Iraq report that in some areas 
over the past year there has been a reduction in 
the influence of clergy as a result of attempts by 
some radical clergy to politicize religion for sec-
tarian ends.  In Anbar and Diyala, tribal sheikhs 
and others have stepped in to fill power vacuums 
where the influence of clergy has waned.  In the 
experience of aid workers in these areas, the 
new actors are more difficult to deal with and 
less reliable as facilitators of humanitarian ac-
cess. 

Humanitarian Ethos Unites, Practice Divides 

Apart from the resonance between Islamic teach-
ings and the humanitarian ethos associated with 
the western or northern-led humanitarian appa-
ratus, strong evidence emerged that humanitar-
ian principles are also well understood in Iraq 
partly because they are frequently seen in the 
breach, and in ways that foster resentment. The 
researchers heard many examples of aid being 
provided in ways that illustrated instrumentaliza-
tion, politicization and militarization of humani-
tarian activity by international and Iraqi actors.  

The prevailing acceptance of humanitarian ideals 
was frequently contrasted by Iraqis with the reali-
ties of aid in their communities and tempered by 
suspicions about the intentions and motives of 
agencies on the ground.  

 

 

 

 

“Helping others is a moral 
obligation, an Iraqi tradition.” 

Interview in Sadr City 

 

“Iraqis want to help others.  
They’re human.  They have 
feelings.  It’s what Islam 
teaches.” 

Interview in Baghdad 

 

“During the attacks on Fallujah, 
poor people who had nothing 
went to donate their blood.” 

Interview west of Baghdad 

 

“I am ready to go to Paradise”. 

An Iraqi aid worker on his 
willingness to undertake risks  

when doing his job” 

 

“If a mosque brings and 
introduces an NGO, it will be 
trusted, but if the municipality 
brings the NGO, it will be 
distrusted.” 

Interview near Baghdad 

‘Focus on Operationality’ 
Briefing Papers are meant 
for humanitarian organiza-
tions inside Iraq, supporting 
agencies, policymakers & 
donors.  They provide infor-
mation on current policy & 
operational challenges, as 
well as lessons learned & 
best practices drawn from 
recent field experience.  
They have been researched 
in Iraq, Jordan & Kuwait. 

Photo : private collection 
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Behavior of individual aid workers and aid provid-
ers had left stronger negative impressions 
among those interviewed than positive impres-
sions. 

Suspicions & Misperceptions 

Residents of areas afflicted by intense military 
activity held aid organizations and foreign and 
local aid workers in far lower regard than in less-
affected areas. In the worst-hit areas, people 
spoke with deep suspicion of local and interna-
tional aid workers who, as in Saddam’s time, 
were regarded as “spies”. Others mentioned 
being “insulted” by the appearance of aid agen-
cies alongside “those who occupy us,” or of or-
ganizations motivated by a wish to “put a nice 
face on the occupation”. Others spoke with evi-
dent anger of rejecting outright the assistance 
offered by U.S. Marines shortly after military ac-
tion in Fallujah.  

Interviews also revealed that the ethos/practice 
gap was aggravated to some extent by the be-
havior and cultural insensitivity of some interna-
tional aid workers when their presence in the 
central and southern governorates was still vi-
able. Some, for example, were cited in interviews 
for dressing inappropriately, not knowing that a 
man should not extend a hand to a woman, fail-
ing to keep promises, and distributing Christian 
religious tracts and coloring books. On the other 
hand, examples of positive behavior also 
emerged in interviews: east of Baghdad, aid 
workers believed by interviewees to be from 
Qatar or the UAE were remembered for being 
polite and sympathetic, as were representatives 
of a small American NGO.  

Lack of Neutrality 

Neutrality is not an abstract notion in Iraq. The 
research indicated an acute readiness among 
Iraqis to distinguish between aid providers that 
have taken sides and those that have not: how-
ever, readiness does not necessarily equate to 
ability. Insecurity for Iraqis in the central and 
southern governorates often engenders acute 
suspicion of the motives and affiliations of others 
in a context where the “wrong” affiliations can be 
toxic and life-threatening. In most cases, those 
interviewed  did not ascribe impure motives to 
organizations or aid workers simply because of 
their particular national origin. Rather, the real or 
perceived affiliation of a person or an organisa-
tion is more important and will be scrutinized: 
affiliation with the “occupiers,” the Multi-National 
Forces-Iraq (MNF-I), the government, or, increas-
ingly, with a particular religious leaning, party, or 
militia.  

The current tendency towards scrutiny among 
the Iraqis who were interviewed was rooted in 
genuine safety concerns. Real and perceived 
neutrality was frequently cited by recipients of 
assistance and by observers as an essential 
protection against targeted attack by armed ac-
tors of various stripes. This underscores that 
humanitarian principles are a preoccupation of 
many in local communities and not an element 

of secondary or derivative importance valued 
only by humanitarian practitioners themselves.  

Lack of adherence to humanitarian principles—
and blurred distinctions between the range of 
actors and roles in Iraq—now have serious conse-
quences for beneficiary communities and Iraqis 
involved in humanitarian efforts. Since 2004, the 
ability of aid workers to be seen to do principled 
work has been severely diminished by security 
threats and ensuing low profiles adopted by 
nearly all Iraqi and international humanitarian 
organizations.  

The research team heard strong indications that 
life-saving assistance and protection efforts in 
Iraq have been tainted by association or mis-
association with a range of often-flawed activities 
motivated by military or political objectives. 
Genuine humanitarian relief efforts have oc-
curred simultaneously and often in the same 
space as a range of well-resourced political and 
reconstruction activities.  Many of these activities 
have been explicitly instrumentalized and under-
written by MNF-I governments to shore up the 
occupation and the structures which followed on 
from it. The rush to consolidate the occupation 
and then to hand power back to an ill-equipped 
Iraqi state often led to an evident insensitivity to 
local realities and blindness to the hierarchy of 
needs.  The researchers heard numerous com-
plaints of governance, democratization, and simi-
lar activities that were perceived in local commu-
nities as inappropriate, poorly timed, unrespon-
sive to local needs, unfocused, or all of these.  

At ground level, the vast pool of donor funding 
for reconstruction and nation-building efforts 
since 2003, and the dissonance of that with the 
more immediate hardships of daily lives, has left 
many Iraqis feeling disillusioned and angry. 
Some with whom the researchers spoke men-
tioned hearing through the media about the bil-
lions of dollars that had poured into Iraq, then 
raised a litany of complaints about corrupt offi-
cials and contractors, abandoned half-finished 
construction projects, inadequate and unreliable 
electricity supply, skyrocketing costs for cooking 
fuel, shoddy school reconstruction, and a wide 
variety of (to them) esoteric projects that left 
nothing tangible in their wake. 

 

Code of Conduct for the 
International Red Cross and 

Red Crescent Movement 
and NGOs in Disaster Relief 

 

1. The humanitarian 
imperative comes first. 

2. Aid is given regardless of 
the race, creed, or 
nationality of the recipients 
and without adverse 
distinction of any kind.  Aid 
priorities are calculated on 
the basis of need alone. 

3.  Aid will not be used to 
further a particular political 
or religious standpoint. 

4. We shall endeavour not to 
act as instruments of 
government foreign policy. 

5. We shall respect culture 
and custom. 

6. We shall attempt to build 
disaster response on local 
capacities. 

7. Ways shall be found to 
involve programme 
beneficiaries in the 
management of relief aid. 

8. Relief aid must strive to 
reduce future vulnerabilities 
to disaster as well as 
meeting basic needs. 

9. We hold ourselves 
accountable to both those 
we seek to assist and from 
whom we accept resources. 

10. In our advertising, publicity 
and advertising activities, 
we shall recognize disaster 
victims as dignified humans, 
not hopeless objects. 

The Code of Conduct is a set 
of norms and standards 
established by the 
humanitarian community.   

As of late November, 2007, 
433 humanitarian 
organisations had signed on 
to the Code of Conduct. 

Photo: US Central Command 
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Further information and resources 

‘Focus on Operationality’ Briefing Papers document lessons learned and best practices drawn from the recent experiences of 
operational humanitarian organizations inside Iraq, and provide information relating to current policy and operational challenges.  Their 
content does not necessarily reflect NCCI member views.  The Briefing Papers are intended as living documents.  Readers, particularly 
from operational agencies inside Iraq, are encouraged to provide feedback and suggestions to the author, Greg Hansen, at ghan-
sen@islandnet.com and to NCCI at webmanager@ncciraq.org.  This and other Operationality Briefing Papers are available for 
download as PDF files from http://www.ncciraq.org/spip.php?rubrique316.  Readers are welcome to quote or reproduce them entirely 
or in part but are requested to give due acknowledgement. 

Confusion About Roles 

The perceived neutrality, impartiality, and independence of genuine humanitarian 
action is threatened in Iraq by blurred distinctions between military, political, and 
commercial roles, on one hand, and humanitarian roles on the other. Fieldwork in 
different regions of Iraq confirms that it is now often virtually impossible for Iraqis 
(and sometimes for humanitarian professionals) to distinguish between the roles 
and activities of the range of local and international assistance providers, includ-
ing military forces, political actors and other authorities, for-profit contractors, not-
for-profit entities, faith-based organisations, international NGOs, national NGOs, 
and UN agencies.  

In some of the research team’s conversations it was clear that commercial con-
tractors affiliated with the MNF-I had been mistaken for humanitarian NGOs. In 
many other interviews it was completely unclear what kind of agency or agencies 
were being discussed.  Conversely, assistance provided by local religious charities 
and mosques was often readily distinguished from assistance provided by other 
actors and, in many of our interviews, was described as vital.  

Corruption 

The research indicated a strong perception among Iraqis that all international and 
governmental assistance efforts were corrupt.  Media coverage of reconstruction 
funding and projects have meant widespread awareness about the billions of dol-
lars that have been spent in Iraq.  Iraqis contrasted what they heard about recon-
struction with the day-to-day hardships of their daily lives.  Many were disillusioned 
and angry, raising a litany of complaints about lack of access to essentials, insuffi-
cient electricity, half-finished or abandoned reconstruction projects. 


