
Review of the Emergency Response Fund Scheme (ERFS) 
 
Irish Aid established the Emergency Response Fund Scheme (ERFS) in 2007 as part of 
its ongoing efforts to put the principles of Good Humanitarian Donorship (GHD) into practice.  
The scheme, which has been widely welcomed as innovative and original in nature, sees 
Irish Aid pre-position a defined amount of funding with participating NGOs so as to provide 
for an urgent and immediate response to a sudden onset crisis as and when it occurs.  A 
pilot version of the scheme ran from 2008, involving Concern, Goal and Trócaire, with these 
three agencies identified as participants on the basis of their strong and high approval rating 
in terms of their previous humanitarian projects supported by Irish Aid.   
 
In 2010, Irish Aid commissioned an independent review of the ERFS scheme with a view to 
determining whether it had proven a useful tool for operationalising the GHD principles and 
to meet the NGO community’s requirements for flexible, un-earmarked and pre-positioned 
funding that would allow them to conduct a more effective humanitarian response.  The 
review was also tasked with recommending whether or not the ERFS should be continued 
and if so, how best it might be improved upon and potentially expanded to include additional 
NGO partners.   

 
This document seeks to do two things. First, it summarises the findings and 
recommendations of the independent review of the Emergency Response Fund Scheme. 
Second, it outlines Irish Aid’s response to the recommendations. 

 
ERFS Review 
 
Purpose and scope of the review 
 
The primary purpose of the review was twofold: (i) to determine if the ERFS has proven a 
useful scheme in terms of meeting Irish Aid’s requirements to meaningfully operationalise 
relevant Good Humanitarian Donor (GHD) principles and (ii) to determine if it met Non-
Governmental Organisations (NGO) requirements for a flexible, un-earmarked, and pre-
positioned funding scheme that allows for more appropriate, relevant and effective response 
to relief provision.  The review also sought to produce a number of recommendations as to 
whether the scheme could be expanded to include more NGO partners and if so how to best 
do this. 

 

Methodology 
 
A desk review of the files relating to all ERFS projects was conducted as were a series of 
meetings and interviews with a number of personnel from the Emergency and Recovery 
Section of Irish Aid and with the three existing participating agencies.  Additional meetings 
were also held with a number of non-ERFS partners with experience of responding to 
sudden onset emergencies through their international programmes.  All of the interviews 
were broadly framed utilising the DAC criteria of effectiveness / appropriateness, efficiency, 
relevance, connectedness / coherence, coverage and impact.  All interviewees were asked 
about the types of sudden onset emergencies they have responded to and how they 
manage their interventions. 

  

Findings 
 

Effectiveness/Appropriateness of the Scheme  



 

The Emergency Response Fund Scheme (ERFS) in its current form is an innovative, flexible 
initiative from Irish Aid. It is seen by the three current partners as successful in reaching its 
aim to facilitate and improve their response capacity to sudden onset emergencies.   

In terms of improving the effectiveness of the scheme, both Irish Aid and the agencies 
involved recognise the need to tighten up communications regarding any funding decisions, 
with verbal agreement on the use of funding to be confirmed in writing or via e-mail.  It was 
also noted that there were insufficiently clear guidelines for the scheme in place, including as 
regards proposal submission and reporting (reflecting Irish Aid’s desire to maintain maximum 
flexibility in the use of the funds).   

 
Efficiency of the Scheme 
 
Regarding the efficiency of the scheme, it is recognised by ERFS and non-ERFS partners 
that in the initial weeks after any emergency the bulk of the expenses for the immediate 
response phase for the agency are incurred.  The ERFS scheme does fulfil its aim to be 
efficient in that once approved the funds enable an immediate initial response.  The ERFS 
funds are also recognised by the partners as “catalytic”, “flexible” and “quick” in the very 
early stages of their response as they are immediately available once agreement with Irish 
Aid is reached.  
 
However, all of the current partner agencies expressed some concerns on the turnaround of 
replenishment of funds once final reports had been submitted. For its part, Irish Aid 
recognised that there have been some delays on their side to sign-off on final reports. (The 
2010 replenishments were also put on hold pending the outcome of this review).  The delays 
in agreeing final reports are perceived as holding some agencies back in responding to 
subsequent sudden onset emergencies as they wait for the fund to be replenished.  
 
All of the agencies involved were relatively consistent in their approach to Irish Aid (in the 
absence of clear guidelines).  The review noted that the planned needs assessment and any 
assumptions made by the partners regarding the intended nature of their emergency 
response often needed to change to reflect the dynamic and unstable environment of any 
emergency response. Irish Aid was seen to understand and be sympathetic to this reality. 
 
Relevance of the Scheme 
 
The scheme was perceived as relevant and effective. It is a good practice model in keeping 
with Ireland’s commitment to GHD principles, providing as it does flexible, pre-positioned, 
secure funding to well placed NGO partners who can “follow the need” in terms of the most 
appropriate humanitarian assistance.  It was recognised by the three partners that pre-
positioned, flexible funds such as the ERFS do facilitate them significantly to mobilise their 
needs assessments and their initial responses quicker than if they had to look for internal 
institutional funding or to raise funds. 
 
Connectedness and Coherence 
 
The ERFS facilitates the partner organisations’ ability to respond to the humanitarian needs 
as identified by them through their needs assessments in each case. In the majority of 
cases, ERFS funding has been used for the activities identified in the original proposals and 
in cases where the activities have changed or been altered from the original plan, the partner 
has communicated this to Irish Aid.  Nevertheless, Irish Aid noted that communication 
regarding any such changes could be timelier and clear agreed guidelines for 



communication between Irish Aid and the agency concerned would facilitate this 
considerably.  
 
Coverage and Impact 
 
While the scale and variety of sudden onset emergencies is vast, varying from smaller, more 
localised emergencies to much larger-scale humanitarian crises, the ERFS has provided 
partner agencies with targeted funds to adequately make their needs assessments or initiate 
their response to all such emergencies. All agencies noted that they could have absorbed 
more funding through the ERFS in these interventions had it been available.  In short, the 
partners agree that the funds have contributed significantly to their efforts to alleviate the 
humanitarian crises they have responded to. (It is to be noted that this is within the 
framework of the planned response of each partner agency to each crisis). 
 
Recommendations and Conclusions 
 

 Overall, the ERFS scheme should be continued, with the agencies questioned in 
agreement that an increase in funding would be a positive step, should this be 
feasible (but recognising the current funding constraints).  The scheme was seen as 
a positive example of GHD, providing flexible, pre-positioned, relevant funds that 
support partner agencies to respond to a wide range of smaller and large scale 
sudden onset humanitarian crises.  The ERFS is also highly visible despite being a 
relatively small funding modality within Irish Aid. 

 The review found that consideration should be given to expanding the scheme to 
include a small number of additional partners. While some agencies are well placed 
to respond to smaller, localised emergencies in countries where they already have 
operations and can effectively react to an acute humanitarian need, others have 
greater capacity to respond on a more appropriate scale to larger scale emergencies 
such as the Haiti earthquake.  In a similar vein, each agency brings its own area of 
expertise which may be of thematic interest to Irish Aid.  Should Irish Aid give serious 
consideration to an expansion along these lines, the review recommended the 
inclusion of agencies with a demonstrated capacity within their Irish-based operations 
to work either on a localised level or to respond to a large scale emergency.  

 While the scheme’s great strength is its flexibility, some strengthening of the 
processes around standardising proposal and reports formats, clear timescales and 
guidelines would facilitate the ERFS becoming a more robust, effective and efficient 
GHD model.   

 
Irish Aid Management Response 
 

 Irish Aid reinstated the Emergency Response Fund Scheme (ERFS) at the end of 
2010. However, given current funding constraints it will operate at a similar level of 
funding to the previous pilot scheme.  

 Irish Aid has taken on the recommendation to extend the eligibility criteria of the 
scheme and it now includes agencies with a demonstrated capacity within their Irish-
based operations to work either on a localised level or to respond to a large scale 
emergency.   

 Further to the recommendations of the review, Irish Aid has prepared guidelines to 
govern the Emergency Response Fund Scheme (ERFS) including as regards 
eligibility, proposal and reporting formats, clarity regarding communication and 



decision making, and financial and audit requirements. A copy of the guidelines is 
available here. 

 

http://www.irishaid.gov.ie/Uploads/101104%20ERFS%20Guidelines%20and%20application%20form.doc

