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1 Introduction 

Overview 
 
The Interagency Working Group (IWG) on Emergency Capacity is a consortium of seven 
NGOs undertaking a collaborative capacity-building effort.  The IWG principals 
commissioned a Report on Emergency Capacity, which was published in July 2004.3  
The Report’s findings led to the creation of the Emergency Capacity Building (ECB) 
Project, composed of four initiatives to improve the effectiveness of member agency 
work in the field.  The fourth initiative (the ECB ITR Initiative) deals with Information and 
Technology Requirements (ITR) in emergency response. 
 
The ECB ITR Initiative’s first activity was an assessment intended to cover not just 
technology but the ways in which technology is used.  Lasting from 1 September 2005 – 
31 March 2006, the assessment included visits to all IWG members’ headquarters, and 
to emergency operations in Pakistan and Sudan to capture the field perspective.  This 
report presents the assessment findings at the global level, based on the headquarters 
visits and background research, and forms part of the final assessment package.  This 
package, which also includes separate documents on the Pakistan and Sudan visits, 
was discussed at an ECB interagency workshop from April 24-25 2006. 

Methodology 
 
1.1 I visited the headquarters of all member agencies between 9 October and 11 

November 2005; the Pakistan field visit was carried out between 29 November 
and 11 December 2005, and the Sudan field visit between 12 February and 9 
March 2006.  The headquarters visits provided the organisational background 
necessary to understand the field programmes, forming the framework for the 
assessment. 

 
1.2 The primary assessment tool was semi-structured interviews with staff in a 

range of positions across all seven IWG agencies (and some key partners), 
both at headquarters and in the field.  To encourage open discussion, 
interviewees were assured of their anonymity.  The assessment maintained as much 
as focus as possible on the original Report on Emergency Capacity, and the 
interviews were intended to draw out those issues that interviewees felt were critical, 
rather than be led by assumptions – particularly assumptions based on a 
headquarters perspective.  (For more discussion of these assumptions, please refer 
to 2.12-2.15 in this report.) 

 

                                                 
3 ‘Report on Emergency Capacity: Analysis for the Interagency Working Group on Emergency Capacity,’ by 
Spee Braun, July 2004. 
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1.3 The headquarters visits formed the framework of the assessment, but were 
supported by site visits in Pakistan (Islamabad and Mansehra) and Sudan 
(Khartoum and Nyala).  I also attended selected co-ordination meetings to better 
understand overall context and the existing environment for coordination.  A number 
of external constraints affected the assessment process, particularly in the field, but 
the assessment reached the staff necessary to build an overall perspective on 
agency policy and practices. 

 
1.4 The aim of this assessment is to provide an overview of the current situation 

regarding the use of information and technology within IWG agencies, to 
identify good practice where it exists, and to provide a starting point for further 
discussion and action.  The findings may be taken up by the ECB Project, by 
individual IWG agencies, or by external stakeholders (for example, in the academic 
or private sectors) who identify an area where they could contribute to the sector.  
These are collective issues, and to some extent the entire humanitarian sector is 
grappling with the issues covered in this assessment.  Where I have cited a specific 
organisation’s practice, it is purely illustrative; it does not mean that the agency is the 
only one facing this problem, or that other member agencies are not also taking 
measures to address an issue.   

Terminology Note 
 
ICT refers to Information and Communications Technology, while IT refers to Information 
Technology.  IT is used today more often than the older term ICT, but ICT is used here 
since there is specific discussion of communications technology. 
The exception to this is when referring to staff.  Technical staff in IWG agencies are 
referred to internally as IT staff rather than ICT staff, as this generally reflects both their 
job description and skill set. 
“Information systems” refers to any means by which information is gathered, processed 
and disseminated within and between organisations.  An information system need not 
have an ICT component, but because IWG agencies now rely on computers for their 
work, nearly all of their information systems have an ICT element. 
“Corporate applications” refers to any software that is applied (or intended to be 
accessible) across an entire organization – the best example is financial management 
software. 
“Programmes” refers to programme activities (such as health, water and sanitation, etc), 
and “Operations” describes the range of support functions to those activities (including 
logistics, human resources, etc). 
“Country offices” refers both to the main office of an agency in any given country, and 
the programme and project activities overseen by that office.  “Field offices” refers to any 
sub-offices managed by the country office as part of the programme. 

  www.ecbproject.org  2 
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2 General Findings 

The ECB Report 
 
2.1 We begin with the findings of the original Report on Emergency Capacity, 

since this assessment proceeded from those findings.  Appendix 3 contains the 
relevant section in full, but I will quote pertinent text here.  The Report begins with 
the assertion that “Among the most significant gaps identified through the emergency 
capacity review was the need for rapid, reliable, flexible, multi-media 
communications… there remains much to do to ensure that ICT is contributing to 
rapid, effective humanitarian action rather than inhibiting it.” 

 
2.2 The Report stated that ICT problems had in some cases “significantly hampered” 

agency response; specifically that “the members of the… emergency response team 
receive equipment for which they have inadequate training while they also lack good 
access to technical support… weeks or even months pass before the requisite 
equipment is in place.”  This view may have been expressed with the benefit of 
hindsight; during the assessment, none of the field interviewees expressed the 
opinion that ICT had obstructed their work.  (A few staff cited lack of 
communications in the early stages of an emergency as a cause of increased 
productivity, though it’s safe to assume that they were simply happy not to be dealing 
with external information requests!)  What the Report refers to as ICT problems are 
in fact usually symptomatic of wider problems within an organization – staffing, 
training, logistics, and so on. 

 
2.3 It is true that poor ICT support affects the entire range of organization 

activities, whether in programming or operations: security, human resources, 
programme design and monitoring, collaboration and co-ordination, fundraising, 
knowledge management, and so on.  The Report singled out one area as a driver for 
technology:  “IWG members have increasingly recognized the critical importance of 
ICT, particularly as they have made serious commitments recently to bolster their 
ability to address security issues.”  This commitment to improve security 
management was only partially confirmed by the field assessments.  While full 
security communications were evident in Darfur, they have only been achieved 
recently by all IWG members, and operations in the rest of Sudan remain under-
resourced.4  This was clearly not the case in Pakistan, where most agencies were 
not even planning to establish radio communications, despite WFP offers of support.   

 

                                                 
4 Operation Lifeline Sudan (the coordinated response to humanitarian needs in southern Sudan during the 
war) included a well-run radio network, but in other parts of Sudan radio communications remain weak. 
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2.4 Despite “efforts to acquire and keep in place the required technology,” the Report 
found “incoherent overall approaches to ICT,” in particular a failure to manage ICT 
strategically.  Although this was not especially evident at the headquarters level 
during this assessment, “incoherent” approaches to ICT were much clearer 
when viewed from a field perspective.  This was best demonstrated by 
communications management in Sudan, where different types of communication – 
radio, telephony and satellite connectivity – were managed by separate departments 
within country offices, with little or no co-ordination between those departments.  (For 
more discussion, see 3.5 of the Darfur Response Report.) 

 
2.5 Both because of and despite the problems identified, the Report also identified “a 

number of successful collaborative efforts.”  It cited the NetHope consortium5 as an 
example of formal arrangements, but mentioned informal collaboration without going 
into detail, noting only “ICT technicians at an emergency site voluntarily assisting 
another NGO in setting up their equipment and training users.”  The assessment 
uncovered numerous other collaborations, although not necessarily between 
IWG member agencies: examples of partnership with the private sector, 
academic institutions or other NGOs demonstrated a very open approach to 
solving problems, and are a very positive sign in the sector. 

 
The Report proposed that “ICT is an ideal area for NGO joint capacity building for 
several reasons: 
 
1. the current gaps are having a negative impact on collaborative and efficient 

emergency work in the field 
2. the gaps tend to be common across organizations, readily identified, and 

relatively straight forward to address, 
3. there are few reasons to have organizationally tailored ICT in emergency field 

work and many reasons to support standardization, and 
4. there is high potential for implementing ICT capacity building in ways that benefit 

the entire humanitarian sector.” 
 
The assessment supported all of these rationales, with one qualification 
regarding point 3.  While standardisation is desirable, organisationally tailored ICT 
reflects the reality that NGOs have very different working cultures that may require 
different approaches.  Agencies may develop their own solutions, either alone or with 
partners; in this case, standardisation of data-sharing formats is the tool by which we 
will still be able to share information between those disparate solutions.  For more 
discussion, refer to Section 3 below. 
 
The Report went on to list the following priorities for ICT and emergency capacity: 

 

                                                 
5 NetHope is a nonprofit consortium of international NGOs, dedicated to improving the ability of member 
agencies to deliver community benefit through the best use of technology resources.  NetHope achieves this 
by collaborating across agencies to share ICT knowledge, solve common problems, create industry 
relationships to support the public benefit work of all members, and educate members and the wider 
community of NGOs.  More information at http://www.nethope.org. 
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a. Staff training, specifically in installation and use of ICT.  While the need for this 
type of training was confirmed by IT staff on the ground, it was clear that 
many staff also require training in more basic skills in order to make use of 
technology.  Basic computer training is a priority, particularly for national staff 
with limited experience, but also for international staff in specific areas.  Training 
is discussed further in Section 5 on Support Requirements. 
 

b. Minimum ICT standards, specifically of equipment.  While the Report was 
correct to identify this as an area where agencies could jointly pursue 
better efficiencies, the assessment found that, in fact, the range of 
communications equipment being used by agencies is already quite limited 
(see The Telecommunications Profile of International NGOs, below).  For more 
discussion of Standardisation, see 3.15-3.21 below. 

 
c. Fundraising for ICT procurement.  The NetHope consortium was cited as a 

successful example of raising resources in this area, and the consortium’s 
current expansion will attract many private sector partners that will broaden the 
resource base for member agencies.  It is worth noting that funds should be 
raised and resources allocated not only for procurement, but for ongoing 
support requirements.  Member agencies stated, however, that they did not 
wish to be led by partners when selecting which technology to use, and 
this highlights the need to develop clear criteria for technology adoption.  
Donation should be one weighted factor amongst many in terms of making 
investment decisions. 

 
d. ICT support to other areas of emergency capacity building.  As one interviewee 

pointed out, “nearly all proposed areas of emergency capacity building will 
benefit from, if not depend upon, strategic and innovative use of ICT,” and this 
was confirmed by the assessment.  Emergency capacity across a range of 
functions would benefit from investment in technology; however the 
specific requirements of those functions have not been clearly assessed in 
many for many of those areas identified in the report, such as learning, 
logistics and impact measurement. 

Beyond the ECB Report 
 
2.6 The assessment went beyond the Information and Communication Technology 

issues raised by the Report, and instead became an assessment of Information and 
Technology Requirements.  It is not enough to ask questions about what 
technology we need – we must first ask what we need that technology for.  By 
this, I mean we must first identify the activities that staff need to carry out in the field 
and the information they need if they are to implement those activities, and then 
develop the technology support that will help them.  This approach was well received 
in the field assessments, particularly since it helped staff without a technical 
background to understand what they could contribute to the assessment process. 
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2.7 The most significant gap in the ECB Report was simple: it focused strongly on the 
question of technology, and the problems associated with technology that member 
agencies were facing.  Yet the primary finding of the assessment is that there 
are no technology problems, only organisational problems that prevent 
technology being used effectively and efficiently.  By this I mean that existing 
technology has the capabilities to deal with the problems raised by interviewees 
during the assessment; the factors limiting the application of technology are all 
related to organisational structures, policies, capacities, and so on (this is explored 
further in 2.11 below).  This was articulated differently by staff members from 
different backgrounds, but always arrived at the same point: while field staff had 
many complaints about technology, a close reading of their complaints often 
uncovered problems relating to implementation of, or support to, that technology. 

 
2.8 The next finding of this assessment reflected another simple problem: in the past, 

too many barriers between technical and non-technical staff have led to 
inappropriate solutions and poor support.  This is partly because most technical 
staff – including the senior staff who act as advisors on the ECB ITR Initiative– are 
required to take a strategic view that deals with the needs of the global organisation 
or the country office.  This is not a criticism of IWG members or senior managers, 
and in some cases agencies have recognised the problem and are taking steps 
(formally or informally) to send IT staff to the field more frequently.  This investment 
has an immediate and indisputable return: all IT staff who have had the 
opportunity to work in the field during an emergency response reported that it 
helped them to support the field more effectively.  This simple measure begins to 
break down the gap between technical and programme staff, which will lead to better 
long-term collaboration.  

 
2.9 The third main finding justified my decision to take a “systems approach” to the 

assessment (see Figure 1).  This approach means looking beyond ICT (the hardware 
and software) to consider an information system that includes staff (particularly the 
capacity to use the technology) and policies and procedures (to ensure that 
technology is used appropriately and effectively). 
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Figure 1: The systems approach 

 

Staff 

Hardware/
Software 

Policy and 
Procedures 

Process 
(Activity) 

 
IWG agencies do not take a systems approach to dealing with information, but 
more often view information as a technical question amenable to technical 
solutions.  For example, some agencies are beginning to include a spatial 
component to their data collection, in most cases by incorporating GPS readings into 
surveys.  However including this data will not be of any benefit to the agencies if the 
underlying survey methodology is flawed, if staff do not know how to take correct 
GPS readings during the survey, and if the organisation does not have GIS software 
to process and present that data.6  All components of the system must be in place if 
it is to succeed. 

 
These first three findings provide us with a firm basis for moving forward, both as 
individual agencies and as a group, but the next three findings suggest serious 
obstacles to progress. 

 
2.10 Organisational structures within IWG agencies create institutional barriers 

to supporting emergency response.  This is likely to be consistent across the 
entire NGO community, following a similar pattern in most agencies: 

 
where they exist, systems are developed to work across the entire organisation; 
all members except IRC7 perceive their core business to be development rather than 
relief; and as a result, corporate applications are not geared to emergency 
response. 

 
                                                 
6 The Global Positioning System is a satellite-based navigation system provided by the US government but 
free to the public; for more information, see http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Global_Positioning_System.  
Geographic Information Systems are typically used for spatial analysis and production of interactive maps; 
for more information, see http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Geographic_information_systems. 
7 IRC are the exception; however the profile of their country offices suggests that they do not simply do 
emergency response, but also what might be termed “transitional” activities. 
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2.11 Many agencies work on the implicit assumption that emergency work involves 
the same business processes as development, carried out on a compressed 
timescale.  I observed that, while organisations may implement the same business 
processes during an emergency as in development, staff tasked with emergency 
response work differently than they would in a development scenario due to the 
pressures of the environment.  As a result, there may be some conflict between the 
tasks that staff are given and the organisational tools available to them to support 
that work (to some extent the entire ECB Project is an attempt to address this 
conflict).  If this is the case, agencies must not assume that the same systems 
will work for all staff in all situations, and information systems must be 
designed specifically for emergency response.  Further discussion on 
Development and Implementation is in Section 3. 

 
2.12 The structure of each IWG agency is unique (or at least perceived internally 

as unique), making it difficult to present recommendations that apply equally 
to all.  Attitudes towards systems varied from agency to agency; while all staff 
agreed that having systems in place was an inherently positive attribute, they differed 
on how those systems should be developed and implemented.  Attitudes spanned 
the spectrum shown in Figure 2 below, from “entrepreneurial” to “corporate”. 
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Snapshot: Organisational Attitudes within IWG Agencies 
 
During the assessment it became clear that IWG agencies differed significantly in terms of the 
way that they did business, particularly since, as agencies grow, they need to institute more – and 
better – systems to manage their work.  This difference is only partly related to organisation size 
(in terms of staff or turnover) and is more often a reflection of how the organisation sees itself. 
Generally, development of agency culture is a self-fulfilling process; in particular, international 
staff choose to work for agencies that reflect their own beliefs about how their work should be 
carried out.  However cultures are not fixed and may even vary within organisations, especially 
between countries or regions where different working cultures may apply. 
 
In the case of NGOs, the critical factor seems to be how an organisation perceives the 
relationship between headquarters and field, particularly the amount of autonomy afforded to 
country offices.  Figure 2 shows a spectrum of attitudes, along which it is possible to place 
agencies in general terms.  At one end of the spectrum is an “entrepreneurial” attitude, at the 
other end a “corporate” attitude (note that these terms are used descriptively, rather than literally). 
 
Figure 2: Agency Perspectives on Information Systems 

 

“Entrepreneurial” “Corporate” 

• Location of authority within organisation 
varies depending on circumstance; 

• Higher level of autonomy but lower level 
of support to country offices; 

• Generates new ideas more easily, but 
has difficulty applying systems 
consistently throughout organisation; 

• More flexible approach to address 
short-term problems as they arise; 

• Learn through transfer of staff. 

• Location of authority within 
organisation clearly defined and 
known; 

• Lower level of autonomy but higher 
level of support to country offices; 

• Able to apply systems consistently 
throughout organisation, but harder 
for innovation to arise; 

• More consistent approach to address 
long-term problems after analysis; 

• Learn through transfer of systems. 

 
Interview responses and my own observations during the assessment led me to note that IWG 
agencies generally see themselves moving from left to right on this chart, although they are at 
different stages on the journey.  This chart was quite controversial when it was first presented to 
the ECB ITR Initiative advisors, but it must be emphasised that there is no value judgement 
implied, and that this is only one aspect of organisational development and culture. 
 
Moving from left to right across the chart, agencies tend to have more and better information 
systems.  However, the ability to develop and replicate systems comes at a price: it becomes 
harder to create new tools to deal with problems within the agency.  To some extent, this chart 
mirrors the choice that all emergency response organisations must make between “agility” and 
“discipline” – there are advantages and disadvantages at any position on the scale. This has 
relevance to the ECB ITR Initiative because it is important to understand the dynamics of 
collaboration in systems development.  When we discuss how agencies might collaborate, their 
different positions on the chart mean that they vary considerably in their understanding of what 
constitutes an information system, what they expect from such a system, and their capacity to 
implement a system.  This has ramifications not just for the ECB ITR Initiative, but for the entire 
ECB project and all collaboration in this sector. 

  www.ecbproject.org  9 
 



ITR Assessment Report: Global Response  September 2005 – March 2006 

 
2.13 The most obvious challenge in the development of information systems for 

emergency response is the organisational distance between headquarters, 
country offices and field offices.  Organisational distance is only loosely related to 
physical distance, and more directly related to patterns of communication and 
authority between different parts of an organisation.  For example, in an emergency, 
field offices may be set up by new staff with little relation to an ongoing country 
office; the field offices will be largely autonomous in their early days, making it 
difficult for the country office to establish its authority and consequently creating 
organizational distance between them.  This gap is responsible, directly or indirectly, 
for many of the other problems outlined in this report, such as these: 

 
Systems are implemented across the entire organisation from headquarters down, 
while emergency response tends to be led from the field up; 
Situation reporting aggregates information upwards from field to headquarters, 
adding little value along the way and no perceived benefits for the field; and 
Monitoring & evaluation is accepted as critical by all agencies at headquarters level, 
yet is not integrated into programme activities in the field. 
 
It is worth bearing in mind that solutions can only be created once requirements have 
been clearly identified – the purpose of this assessment – but those solutions may 
not be technical in nature.  The problems outlined above, and others covered in this 
assessment, will require changes on a number of levels.  In some cases this may 
mean change not just in the working practices of the organisation, but in 
organisational culture itself.  To manage these organisational changes 
successfully, IWG members cannot rely on technology alone: greater 
management support and more institutional resources will be required. 
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3 Information and Communications Technology 

Overview 
 
3.1 The United Nations has a “comms first” policy, based upon the position that 

“communications requirements must be an integral part of the security plan for each 
mission” as laid out in the “Minimum Telecommunications Standards required to 
provide Safety and Security to Field Personnel” (Appendix 4).  Although a number 
of IWG agency staff stated that their organisation also pursues a “comms first” 
policy, the assessment findings did not support this.  Even in Darfur, a notably 
insecure location, full security communications had only been achieved late in 2005; 
there were still reported shortages of radio handsets and field offices that were offline 
for weeks at a time.  One staff member sardonically noted that “if somebody needs a 
Landrover to get from A to B, we’ll drop $30,000 instantly – but if somebody needs to 
send an email, it takes a large amount of discussion and administration.” 

 
3.2 IWG agencies have policies and procedures in place to govern ICT, but these 

were not developed specifically for emergencies, and make numerous 
assumptions about organisational capacity.  Oxfam-GB has a sophisticated 
approach to IT deployment and generally well-organised field support; still, their IT 
staff told me that in an emergency, they will rely on a quick fix, then remove it once 
corporate applications are ready.  Those who have worked in IT will recognise the 
problems that this can create, as short-term solutions sometimes collide with the 
longer-term requirements of an organisation.  In Sudan, where IRC established a 
local e-mail server to respond quickly to the emergency; when the situation 
stabilised, migrating email accounts from the local to headquarters server became a 
headache, albeit a necessary one.  In most cases, IWG members need to focus 
on ensuring compliance with existing policy (or good practice) rather than 
creating new policy.  For example, most headquarters told me that there were 
guidelines on email use, but in the field these guidelines were not being followed, or 
possibly not known.  (Email is an obvious example, discussed in 3.7-3.11 of the 
Darfur Response Report.) 

 
3.3 No matter what their policies and procedures, none of the agencies had a 

strategic approach to emergency communications in either of the field 
locations.  In this context, strategic management refers to a coherent approach to 
ICT that maximises resources through effective allocation and adequate support, as 
well as balancing the requirements of the organisation with the requirements of staff.  
In Pakistan, I noted over-reliance on cellphones, a symptom of agencies falling back 
on the easiest and cheapest technology available even where that technology was 
clearly not sufficient for an emergency environment (discussed in 3.3-3.6 of the 
Pakistan Earthquake Report).  In Sudan, although agencies were using a range of 
communications, their management was fragmented within agencies, creating 
potential gaps in coverage for field staff (discussed in 3.5 of the Darfur Response 
Report).  If “comms first” is to be a reality, IWG agencies must recognise that it 
requires investment – not just in hardware, but in maintenance and training. 
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3.4 Despite problems at the strategic level, the assessment found no problems 
with ICT deployment that constituted a direct threat to staff or programmes in 
either field location.  That said, staff on the ground had often been forced to find 
their own solutions to the most common problems (such as maintaining local area 
networks in the face of rapid scaling up in office size) rather than having access to 
agency learning from other emergencies.  I was impressed by the inventive 
approaches that agency staff adopted, although there was rarely the potential to 
transmit these solutions between offices within the organisation.  This confirmed 
the general finding that the most vital resource is agency staff themselves, 
particularly national staff, whose initiative and dedication in many cases 
overcame the agency’s own limitations.  However, one interviewee noted, “a tool 
is only valuable to a skilled craftsman,” and in this regard many IT staff lacked crucial 
skills in telecommunications, a gap discussed further in 5.1-5.4 below. 

 
3.5 On a more positive note, many staff recognise the problems that have arisen 

from the lack of strategic management of these issues, and I saw signs that 
agencies are addressing them.  I also found examples of positive behaviour in 
the agencies, particularly: the development of a more systematic approach to ICT 
management at headquarters in the last few years; an openness to partnership, 
particularly on a group basis (as with the success of NetHope; see the Case Study in 
the Pakistan Earthquake Report); and individual examples of good practice found 
within agencies at field level in many locations. 

 
3.6 The question facing IWG members is whether they can share and replicate 

these positive examples, both within and between their organisations, both in 
the IWG and other contexts.  The assessment findings suggest that member 
agencies at present do not have the learning mechanisms to enable sharing and 
replication, and this may be an area that ECB should focus on to ensure that all 
initiatives have a basis for success.  In particular, we must review whether the 
solutions we are currently considering fit with the existing learning styles of field staff.  
International staff were reported and observed to learn by doing (rather than by 
reading, for example on a website) and prefer face-to-face contact; the learning 
styles of national staff will vary from country to country, but will tend to follow the 
same pattern.  IWG members must investigate this so that experiences are shared 
rather than lost, as discussed in 4.18 below. 

 
3.7 The assessment raised the critical question of whether existing corporate 

applications are appropriate for emergency response.  As mentioned, some 
suggest emergency response is the same as a development project with an 
accelerated timeline.  This may be the case, but one IT staff member summed it up 
perfectly, saying that “simpler systems are required in the field, and more complex 
systems at headquarters.”  Simplicity should be a guiding principle for ICT – systems 
should be simple to use, simple to maintain, and simple to train staff in. 
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Good Practice Note 1: Digital Library at Mercy Corps 

 

      
Mercy Corps’ Digital Library collects together a huge range of resources on operation and 
programme issue, and is an example of good practice in knowledge management.  
Although it is online, at least 60 percent of Mercy Corps’ field offices have limited internet 
connectivity, and they access the library via CD-ROMs which are distributed quarterly to 
country offices.  However, since Mercy Corps defines itself primarily as a development 
organisation, the focus of the Library – and the similar project, “Office in a Box,” a more 
limited CD-ROM collection of documents specifically useful for running a field office – is 
on development programme management. 
 
As a result the general response from Mercy Corps’ emergency response staff was that 
the library “is a good resource – but hard for field people to access.”  They felt that their 
requirement was for a much more stripped-down and basic version of the “Office in a 
Box,” to facilitate setting up new offices in a sudden onset emergency.  However this 
would not mitigate the basic constraints of a time-critical emergency response unless staff 
were already familiar with it – again raising the critical issue of preparedness. 

 
3.8 A related point is how quickly corporate applications can be rolled out to the 

field in an emergency.  One example that came up repeatedly was finance 
systems: in many sudden onset disasters, agency staff work on a cash basis until 
finance systems are established.  In the words of one agency staff member, “one day 
of being disconnected equals one week of unravelling” the problems caused by that 
disconnect.  This information “black hole” (see 2.8 of the Pakistan Earthquake 
Report) is viewed as inevitable by many field staff, given the situation on the ground 
in the early stages of any emergency response; the question then is how agencies 
can limit the duration of this “black hole” as much as possible.  This is only the 
starting point, however: the chief concern of most staff was consistency – consistent 
access to email and the web, consistent provision of corporate applications, 
consistent support to their ICT. 

The Phased Approach 
 
3.9 Most emergency response teams and procedures are built on the assumption 

that there will be little or no capacity on the ground and that local 
infrastructure will have been degraded or destroyed.  However neither of the 
field assessments fit this scenario: in Pakistan most agencies had a country office 
with some existing capacity, and infrastructure was being re-established rapidly; 
while in Darfur, operations are being implemented in a long-term complex 
emergency setting where capacity has been built but remains weak.  This raises the 
question of how useful that central assumption is – could it in fact be 
undermining our capacity to respond, providing a basis for planning that is 
rarely accurate?  This assumption has also been debated in the other ECB 
initiatives, suggesting that it is not just an ICT but a systemic issue; however, our 
discussion here will focus only on ICT. 
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3.10 Based on this assumption, ICT deployment is described by agencies as a 
‘phased’ approach that foresees the development of an office from scratch 
over a period of time.  This makes sense from an IT unit’s point of view: scaling up 
through gradual addition of resources is the most natural way of establishing a new 
office.  The sequence cited below was provided by an ECB ITR Initiative advisor, and 
it reflects (with some variation between agencies) the most common assumptions 
about deployment of ICT: 

 
• “The first week of an emergency (when probably all they have is a sat-phone or 

an RBGAN) 
• The second to fourth week (when they have, additionally to a sat-phone and a 

RBGAN, a dial-up connection) 
• The second to fourth months (when a VSAT or a DSL line is available)"8 

 
Figure 3: The communications environment 

 
 

Physical Environment 
(i.e. terrain, climate) 

Communications 
Infrastructure 

(i.e. existing networks, 
telecoms markets) 

Regulatory Framework 
(i.e. customs regulations, 

frequency allocation) 

 

                                                 
8 RBGAN (Regional Broadband Global Area Network) is a satellite communications network provided by 
Inmarsat; VSAT (Very Small Aperture Terminal) is a type of satellite ground station with communication 
services provided by a range of commercial vendors. 
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3.11 One result of this assumption is that one of the holy grails of ICT is 
“communications in a box” – in other words, to provide a solution that provides 
complete voice and data communications in an emergency, fully portable by one 
person.  This was the impulse behind the Net Relief Kit developed by Cisco 
Systems9 for NetHope, and Oxfam-GB’s Rapid Emergency Deployment office, as 
well as other projects that are now defunct.  Neither of the two solutions has been 
successfully deployed yet, although many lessons have been learned from a handful 
of field tests.  The ECB field assessments found that neither location had been 
suitable for NRK deployment.  The Pakistan earthquake response was intended to 
be another field test, but I found that none of the participating organisations had 
deployed the kit (although in some cases they had cannibalized it for parts!).  This 
raises the question of exactly which locations would be suitable for the NRK – or any 
similar solution “in a box.”  The obstacle for any of these projects is that they offer a 
blueprint intended to be applied across many situations, yet emergency response is 
a sector in which every situation is a unique combination of three external factors: 
the physical environment, existing communications infrastructure and regulatory 
frameworks (see Figure 3).  In addition, differences within an organisation – in terms 
of financial, material and human resources – at the start of the emergency also have 
a significant impact on the potential utility of such a kit. 

 
3.12 The actual experience of field response therefore suggests that starting 

from a zero position is not common for agencies; even in natural disasters, we 
frequently have offices, assets and partners on the ground already.  If this is the 
case – and this is clearly open to discussion – then the focus on building ICT from 
scratch has diverted attention from the necessary task of equipping existing offices 
with the staff and resources required to respond to emergencies on their own terms.  
Those terms may include an “in a box” solution, although this is probably better 
understood as a solution of last resort – the Pakistan response suggested that, 
where there are sufficient staff skills and a functioning ICT marketplace, such 
initiatives will be passed over in favour of locally developed solutions.  Staff 
(particularly in Pakistan) also made the point that emergency ICT procurement is 
often the basis for longer-term office infrastructure in a growing country office, and 
this needs to be factored into the early stages of an emergency response. 

 
3.13 For staff on the ground, the question is not which phases are covered, but 

how soon are they able to carry out the tasks necessary for their work.  
Operational staff referred to the phased approach repeatedly; programme staff did 
not mention it at all.  The context in which technology is being used defeats the 
phased approach, and is the reason why cellphones are predominant in Pakistan 
(see 3.3-3.6 of the Pakistan Earthquake Report), as field staff default to the 
technology that is easiest to use and they are most comfortable with.  This does not 
invalidate the phased approach, but suggests that we need to focus much more 
clearly on what staff need in terms of functionality, how they want that functionality 
delivered and on what time scale for a specific emergency response. 

 

                                                 
9 Cisco Systems is telecommunications equipment manufacturer, known mainly for networking equipment 
and support.  For more information, visit http://www.cisco.com/. 
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3.14 Critical to meeting those needs is an on-the-ground assessment as early as 
possible in the response.  Very few agencies carried out a dedicated ICT 
assessment, or included an ICT component in their general needs assessment, yet 
this would significantly improve their support to field staff.  An ICT assessment does 
not need to be complex; Figure 3 shows that it can be broken down in such a way 
that even non-technical staff could carry it out, given appropriate tools.  Since this 
information is agency-neutral, a single agency could carry it out and circulate it for 
the entire community to benefit.  Some of the information is not emergency-specific 
and could be gathered in countries at risk as part of preparedness and planning 
measures.  A sample ICT assessment format is offered as Appendix 6 to this report. 

 
Good Practice Note 2: Regional Information System Assessments at CRS 

 

      
CRS has instituted Regional Information System Assessments, a top to bottom analysis of 
IT architecture, staff capacity, policy and procedures, etc, in each of their field offices.  
Usually carried out by one of their regional support staff using a template, a RISA takes 
about a week to complete in an average field office.  It provides a detailed ICT profile of 
the office that provides the basis for recommendations and actions required to bring that 
office to a minimum level of service.  In particular the RISA helps to identify critical areas 
of disconnect between programme staff from the technical infrastructure available to them, 
whether that is lack of IT support or skills within the office, connectivity issues in the 
country, or any other factor. 

Standardisation 
 
3.15 Standardisation was raised frequently in relation to hardware, in terms of 

establishing common specifications for items such as radio handsets.  This is 
desirable because it means that agencies would be able to transfer equipment 
amongst themselves, purchase in bulk to reduce costs, establish joint training 
courses for key equipment, and provide common support and maintenance more 
easily.  The assessment findings confirmed that hardware standardisation 
would improve the efficiency of ICT deployment, but it should be noted that 
field staff, whether IT or programme, did not feel that these advantages would 
be critical success factors in their response to the emergency. 

 
3.16 Since most agencies use a very specific set of communication 

technologies (see box below), developing hardware standards across ECB 
agencies should not be difficult; the problem will be implementing them within 
decentralised organisations.  It is possible to get consensus on specific 
technologies at headquarters level, but at regional or country level, other options 
may be preferred – for instance, due to limits in the market, or better local pricing – 
that will confound these efforts.  The time constraints inherent in emergency 
response – particularly natural disasters – will also limit possibilities unless there are 
pre-agreed contracts and arrangements with vendors, particularly at the local level. 
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Snapshot: Telecoms Profile of International NGOs 
NGO telecommunications can be divided broadly into three main categories: 
 
1. Radio 
Radio communications were previously the lifeline for relief operations in environments where 
there were no other options.  The rise of satellite telephony – and more recently of mobile 
telephony – has changed this, but radio communications are still a key part of NGO 
communications, particularly in insecure environments.  In an emergency response, radio 
communications are either managed by NGOs themselves or more frequently by the UN on 
behalf of the community.  Licenses for radio communications are usually issued by national 
governments, which may set restrictions on import and use. 
 
• High Frequency (or short wave) is used for medium and long range communication.  HF 

radio waves are bounced from the lower atmosphere, so the longer range of HF is offset by 
its vulnerability to atmospheric conditions, which can affect both transmission and reception.  
HF is relatively complex to set up and maintain, and requires specialist knowledge, but its 
advantages include connecting to telephone networks and station-to-station calling. 

• Very High Frequency has a more limited range than HF since it relies on line of sight, but is 
more reliable.  VHF range can be increased by deployment of repeater stations at strategic 
locations, where two VHF stations are visible to the repeater but not to each other.  VHF is 
generally used for voice communication, and requires less technical expertise than HF to set 
up and manage.  (VHF is also used for television and FM radio broadcasting.) 

 
2. Telephony 
 
Telephone networks are usually run by the national government or commercial vendors under 
license from the government.  Recently mobile networks have been established as part of the 
emergency response (for example, in Kabul after the removal of the Taliban). 
 
• Fixed line networks are the most ‘traditional’ of communications solutions, operating over a 

public telephone network through metal wire or optical fibre.  As well as voice communication, 
internet access is commonly provided through the same lines, either via a dial-up connection 
or on a dedicated line.  Landlines are more reliable and cheaper to run than mobile 
communications, although they are more expensive to install and maintain. 

• Mobile (or cellular) networks have expanded massively in the last decade, in some cases 
enabling developing countries to avoid fixed line networks.  This is partly a question of the 
lower cost of setting up cell networks, but also of their portability and flexibility, which includes 
the capacity to transmit data, not just voice.  Mobile telephones transmit over electromagnetic 
waves through a network of fixed base stations (or ‘cells’).  

 
3. Satellite Communications 
 
Satellite communications have extended the reach of agency communications into the deep field, 
particularly as fixed and running costs have come down in the last ten years.  Satellite technology 
develops quickly and new solutions are appearing all the time; at the time of writing, Inmarsat had 
just released its new BGAN services with lower costs and improved data communications. 
 
• Thuraya is a regional satellite service serving Europe, Africa and the Middle East, working 

through authorised service providers.  Thuraya handsets are popular with aid agencies 
because they are highly portable and have a dual mode that enables them to use both the 
Thuraya satellite network and GSM mobile networks that have an agreement with Thuraya.  
Thurayas can also be used for data connectivity, although this is more complicated and 
costly, and bandwidth is poor. 
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• Inmarsat is an international telecommunications company that provides a range of satellite 
communications services.  At the time of writing, the most common in use by the NGO 
community was RBGAN.  The RBGAN network is provided by Inmarsat, with various vendors 
making RBGAN units for the market.  RBGAN units are portable, reliable and offer good 
voice and data connections, but are considered expensive to operate and their use is 
generally minimised by agencies.  Inmarsat also provide the widely-used Mini-M products  

• VSAT (Very Small Aperture Satellite) is a satellite ground station technology characterised by 
a relatively small satellite dish (less than 3m).  There are a number of VSAT providers, 
generally operating on a regional basis.  VSAT is increasingly used as a means of delivering 
broadband internet access to remote or rural locations that cannot get reliable internet access 
through local providers. 

• Iridium is an international company managing a global satellite network that handles voice 
and data communications via handheld units (provided by either Motorola or Kyocera).  One 
of the smaller providers, they are used by some agencies particularly in the Pacific region. 

 
3.17 Standardisation of software, in terms of agencies using the same 

applications for key business processes, was also raised, but less frequently.  
For operational functions (such as financial management), standardisation may not 
be practical since agencies’ differing structures and responses that would defeat a 
one-size-fits-all approach.  A stronger argument can be made for software supporting 
programme activities, but unfortunately few applications exist that address this need.  
For example, camp management software will be most useful if all agencies working 
in a camp (such as Kalma) are using that software; if only one or two agencies use it, 
it will be useful for individual activities but not for coordination. 

 
3.18 There was consensus that commercial off-the-shelf software (COTS) was 

usually preferable to custom-designed software, due to higher development 
costs and weaker support options.  However there is an awareness that there are 
unlikely to be solutions commercially available for many humanitarian 
activities; again, camp management is a good example.  There is also tension over 
applications favoured by IT staff for technical reasons but felt to be less useful by 
staff in the field – an example that emerged in the assessment was Lotus Notes10, a 
powerful application that requires specialist training to manage properly and is 
frequently under-utilised by end users as a result. 
In a number of instances, applications were emerging from field requirements, which 
sometimes created problems for agencies.  In Oxfam-GB, Save the Children and 
Mercy Corps, logistics-related systems were being developed. These systems and 
their particular difficulties are described in the Good Practice Notes that follow. 
 

                                                 
10 Lotus Notes is an email and collaboration software, owned by IBM.  For more information, visit http://www-
142.ibm.com/software/sw-lotus/products/product4.nsf/wdocs/noteshomepage. 
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Good Practice Note 3: Incubator approach at Mercy Corps 

 

      
In Mercy Corps, the agency structure makes it easier for headquarters to connect to 
staff working in the field, but harder to replicate a successful application across the 
organisation without actually sending knowledgeable staff to a new location.  To 
overcome this Mercy Corps have adopted an “incubator” approach, and a simple 
procurement system (relying on linked Excel spreadsheets) was transferred from 
Afghanistan (where it was developed) to Sudan in 2005.  However in early 2006 staff 
reported that it didn’t fit their circumstances, that it made financial management more 
difficult, and that they weren’t sure why they should use it.  Without staff in-country to 
act as “guardian” of an application, it tends to lose support, which demonstrates a 
clear need for increased remote support. 

 
Good Practice Note 4: SAVE Commodity Management Information System 

 

      
In Save the Children, the Commodity Management Information System (COMMIS) 
was developed in Bolivia separately from headquarters IT.  Save the Children 
headquarters does not support custom applications, but the Bolivia programme could not 
identify existing software that would meet their needs.  Although COMMIS could 
eventually be one module within an “official” supply chain management system, the 
country office felt that they could not wait for an official system to appear.  Because the 
application is not endorsed by the IT department, they cannot provide support for it – a 
perfectly sound policy which all the IWG member agencies apply.  This creates a 
difficulty for the organisation: on the one hand, to ensure that policies are applied, 
but on the other hand to encourage initiative in the field.

 
Good Practice Note 5: COTS software package at Oxfam 

 

      
In Oxfam-GB, as with many agencies, logisticians often use ad hoc Excel 
spreadsheets to meet their needs.  While practical, the approach causes problems: 
they are fragmented between countries, they don't support online / offline 
synchronisation, and don't support a consistent and coherent approach to standard 
business processes.  To partially address this issue, Oxfam-GB is implementing a COTS 
software package ("Purchasing Plus") but implementation has many of the same problems 
of inter-operability, since it is not integrated with existing programme planning and finance 
systems.  Oxfam-GB staff aim to establish a fully integrated global system, well aware that 
this example illustrates the problem of partial systems.  Partial systems provide useful 
functionality at the level at which they operate, but develop interoperability 
problems in data transfer between offices; while a global system may be desirable, 
an alternative solution is to establish data standards and more effective tools for 
data sharing 
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3.19 No clear criteria exist for assessing the suitability of new technology 
(hardware or software) for field response.  Oxfam-GB is probably most advanced 
in this regard, with a systematic approvals process based on the presentation of 
clear business cases, although other organisations make their decisions broadly 
based on return on investment (particularly where IT staff have a private sector 
background).  Most other agencies have similar but less rigorous processes, and 
none undertakes investment in new technology lightly, mainly due to budget 
constraints.  However existing approaches focus on cost efficiency rather than 
operational effectiveness, which limits their usefulness in emergency work, 
where effectiveness rather than efficiency is the usual priority.  This is an area 
where joint investigation would share the financial burden and have wider benefits for 
the entire NGO community. 

 
3.20 No indicators were found to be in use for measuring the impacts of new 

technology on the effectiveness or efficiency of a response.  Most agencies 
used cost-benefit analysis to judge the worth of a new technology (the new 
generation of BGAN is a good example), but do not get to the heart of how that 
technology supports or alters behaviour – which may be key to success.  Although it 
is hard to identify exactly how this might be measured, the key is to engage with field 
staff and draw on their experience. 

 
3.21 Few “minimum standards” are in place for measuring ICT infrastructure, 

which would also benefit from a common approach to measuring impact 
shared between agencies.  Some basic indicators emerged during the assessment 
that may help to guide both headquarters and country offices in establishing and 
maintaining ICT infrastructure in emergencies, and IWG members could build on 
these to create a set of guidelines, minimum standards or working targets. 
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Good Practice Note 6: ICT Indicators 

 

      
As with the assessment of new technology, one ECB ITR Initiative advisor noted that it is 
harder to demonstrate a return on general investment (for instance, improved connectivity 
for a country office) than on specific applications (such as Voice Over Internet Protocol 
used over that connection, discussed in a Case Study in the Darfur Response Report).  
By making this distinction, the indicator for success becomes not how many offices are 
connected, but how many staff are accessing corporate applications through that 
connection. 
 
The only indicator specifically referred to by agency staff during the assessment was 
Oxfam-GB’s formula for technical support – one IT officer for every 30-35 users (see 5.3, 
Pakistan Earthquake Report).  CRS applies similar guidelines (½ time IT staff for offices of 
fewer than 20, 1 full time for offices of 20-50, and 2+ full time for offices of more than 50) 
although these were not mentioned by staff during field visits.  Other (usually obvious) 
indicators emerged from the assessment including: 
 
• Helpdesk: Number of calls to helpdesk, proportion of calls successfully dealt with, 

average time to deal with helpdesk call; 
• Coverage: Ratio of number of computers to number of staff, distribution of staff 

against distribution of IT resources; 
• Connectivity: Effective bandwidth levels, number of hours offline, proportion of staff 

with internet access; 
• Investment: Ratio of number of IT staff to total number of staff, relative level of IT 

budget to total budget, level of contingency funding for disaster recovery; 
• Staffing: Ratio of computer users to total number of staff, number of hours lost due to 

IT problems. 
• Security: Proportion of staff observing radio check, ratio of radio handsets to number 

of staff, time taken to deploy radio communications network; 
• Support: Average time taken to provide, repair or replace equipment, average 

percentage of equipment in use within first 72 hours (or other timeframe). 
 
As can be seen from these basic indicators – most of which were given by staff 
interviewed during the assessment – this aspect of ICT management is relatively 
underdeveloped, and ECB member agencies could usefully work together to develop 
more useful metrics 

 
 
3.22 The final aspect of standardisation does not relate to hardware or software, but to 

the information itself.  Data standards are a critical aspect of standardisation, in 
some ways more important than software standardisation, since data 
standards will enable information to be shared even between different software 
applications.  More discussion of this is in Section 4 on Information Management. 
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Development and Implementation 
 
3.23 As mentioned in the General Findings of this report, where corporate 

applications frequently do not meet the needs of staff working in emergency 
response, responsibility lies on both sides.  IT units are rightfully concerned with 
requirements across the entire organisation (although it is worth noting that, until a 
few years ago, none of them had engaged with the emergency units within their 
organisation).  In turn, emergency staff are rightfully concerned with mounting an 
effective response (again, until a few years ago, there was a tendency for emergency 
units to aim for self-sufficiency rather than partnerships within the organisation).  
Both of these habits are now being broken, but given the pressure that field staff 
work under, the obligation should be upon IT departments to ensure that field needs 
are more actively considered.  For their part, field staff need to articulate their needs 
more clearly; in particular, headquarters staff complained that field staff often asked 
for certain software and then did not use it. 

 
3.24 The relationship must be one of partnership, but IT units must ensure 

clarity about what is and is not possible with the technology.  In the words of 
one headquarters’ IT staff, “expectations change, but we have to make sure that they 
change appropriately.”  As this report should make clear, many organizational 
questions must be answered before technical solutions (such as standardisation) will 
succeed:  We must therefore continue to make clear that many of these problems 
are not IT issues, but require the participation of other departments to simultaneously 
address standardisation of the two other elements of the systems approach: 
organisational processes and staff skills.  

 
Five absolute priorities emerged during the assessment for improving relationships 
between headquarters and field, IT and emergency units, and the effectiveness of staff 
in the field: 
 
3.25 Senior management must be more involved in ICT and information-related 

issues in order to make informed decisions.  “ICT is seen as an afterthought,” 
complained one staff member, and this sentiment was echoed by other staff, both 
technical and non-technical.  The most important aspects of management 
commitment are in ensuring that policies are implemented, resources made 
available, and good practice replicated across the organisation; the example of 
Darfur, where most agencies had been present for two years but had not yet 
established appropriate monitoring and evaluation, makes us painfully aware of the 
lack of management commitment.  However the need for effective management of IT 
staff is clear at every level; in the field, agencies must create the right balance 
between management and support in the three-way relationship between field IT 
staff, their line manager(s) and HQ IT departments. 
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3.26 All IT staff working at headquarters should have the opportunity to visit 
country offices; and all IT staff working in a country office should have the 
opportunity to visit the field.  This is the only way to give IT staff the necessary 
understanding of the working environment for emergency staff, and frequently it will 
increase their commitment to support the response.  These visits should be part of 
a broader effort to bring ICT and emergency staff together on a more regular 
basis to ensure the free flow of ideas, and to bring ICT more fully into 
emergency response teams. 

 
3.27 All testing of new systems must be carried out by field-based staff, not by 

technical staff.  There was little reference to usability testing, particularly in the field, 
but we can draw upon a large body of knowledge in this area to improve the 
functionality of systems.  The IWG presents an opportunity to build an inter-agency 
Field Testing Group – including both IT and emergency response personnel – to 
organise testing in a variety of organisations and environments.  It would also 
facilitate increased contact between IT and emergency departments, leading to 
better collaboration and – one hopes – more innovation. 

 
3.28 We must actively encourage inter-agency ICT co-ordination and 

collaboration at the field level, particularly between national staff.  This might be 
achieved through an existing mechanism (such as NetHope – see 3.16 of the 
Pakistan Earthquake Report, and 3.18-3.19 of the Darfur Response Report) or 
through ad hoc bodies supported by headquarters.  Once again, the IWG (probably 
through NetHope) can take a lead in developing this concept and providing 
resources to support it.  Co-ordination at the local level is the most effective way to 
leverage local knowledge, which is frequently overlooked when planning is 
carried out at headquarters or by international staff.  Collaboration is the starting 
point for better knowledge management within the NGO community in this area: 
distributing knowledge between staff counterbalances one effect of high staff rotation 
rates by avoiding centralising knowledge in one individual. 

 
3.29 We must encourage horizontal and vertical communication between IT 

staff, both within and between agencies.  Inter-agency communication (in the field 
and at headquarters) generates collaboration; however horizontal communication 
within an organisation (i.e. better contacts between staff in different country offices) 
is critical for building regional systems and knowledge, and for providing a stronger 
basis for staff support.  Improved vertical communication (i.e. from field to 
headquarters) is the only way to link policy discussions with field needs, particularly 
for those agencies with weaker systems.  It is also the only way in which 
headquarters IT units can maintain the global overview that will enable them to 
participate in planning decisions about resource allocations. 
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4 Information Management 

Overview 
 
4.1 The current process of situation reporting is fundamentally flawed, in that it 

appears to have no benefit for country offices.  The assessment found that 
situation reporting is an extractive, one-way process that is generally disconnected 
from other information processes within the organisation, is rarely used as a 
knowledge tool and delivers questionable value for decision-makers at all levels.  
While recognising that situation reporting is perceived as essential for headquarters 
to understand the situation in the field, agencies must seriously question whether it is 
actually used as a tool for decision-making, who is using it as a tool, and whether 
there are more effective ways of collecting and sharing information within the 
organisation at all levels.  A more extensive discussion of these findings is given 
separately as Appendix 5 to this report. 

 
4.2 A particular weakness of situation reporting is that it does not provide a good 

basis for developing institutional memory.  Interviewees stated that situation 
reports do not “tell the story” of the programme well, since they rarely present 
cumulative information on activities; in order to understand how and why a particular 
programme has developed in a particular way, one must review every situation 
report from the initial onset to the present.  In addition, during an emergency, staff 
often do not have time to read these reports; after the emergency, they are filed 
away, with limited use as reference for future planning.  Institutional memory was 
found to be poor in the field – particularly in Sudan, due to high staff rotation – 
and slightly better at headquarters level. 

 
4.3 Monitoring and evaluation processes were generally weak across the board, as 

reported by the (few) staff with M&E responsibilities who were found in the field 
visits.  Programme staff were not happy with this situation; all were aware of the 
weaknesses in existing systems, but explained the difficulty they had in developing 
and implementing M&E.  Some agencies were more advanced than others, but none 
could be said to have integrated M&E from the inception of their response (with the 
possible exception of CRS in Pakistan).  Monitoring is still seen as separate from 
emergency programming, rather than an integral part of it, and one of the critical 
reasons for this is that most staff do not possess the understanding or skills to 
implement M&E within the context of their organisation.  This is discussed further in 
4.13 – 4.20 of the Darfur Response Report. 
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4.4 The ECB ITR Initiative assessment was not able to look in detail at assessment 
processes in IWG agencies, but was able to gather second-hand information 
suggesting that needs assessments face problems similar to those affecting 
M&E processes.  Assessments are the starting point for programme activities and 
associated monitoring processes, and are frequently carried out on an inter-agency 
basis –the norm, for instance, in Darfur, where UN and NGOs travel together due to 
security or budget considerations.  While these joint missions often result in joint 
reports, and serve as a useful means of bringing together staff from different 
agencies, they do not result in coherent shared datasets that can be used for 
common programming.  Agencies working on the ECB Accountability and Impact 
Measurement Initiative have carried out a number of joint evaluations and have now 
established a standing team for inter-agency evaluations, demonstrating that it is 
feasible to work in this way11. 

 
4.5 Agencies have improved their general security management in response to 

recent trends, but there are still inherent problems with gathering, analysing 
and sharing security information.  For example, security information is not 
gathered and shared systematically across agencies, except through the offices of 
the UN Department of Safety and Security or other services; moreover, agencies 
lack analytical tools and trained staff, relying instead on the expertise of whichever 
staff happen to be on the ground at the time.  This is clearly not just an information 
problem but a wider organisational issue.  Once again, the crucial role of 
management support cannot be overemphasised for ensuring that security 
information systems are implemented effectively – even in periods when the 
security situation has stabilised and the need for systems appears less 
obvious. 

 
4.6 These first four points suggest that, to meet the needs of both our staff and our 

programmes, we need to shift our model of sharing information away from an 
extractive and vertical model towards a communal and lateral model.  Such a 
model would be based more on peer-to-peer sharing than the hierarchical reporting 
structures currently in place.  This would necessarily rely on empowering staff by 
ensuring that reporting helps them more directly in their work, thus giving 
them the necessary incentives to drive reporting process, as the only way to 
generate the shared situational awareness that staff require.   

 

                                                 
11 For further information on the ECB Accountability and Impact Measurement Initiative and to view its 
publications, visit www.ecbproject.org.  
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4.7 Integration of information systems is one way to approach this, as with CRS’ 
efforts to develop a “Country Program Dashboard” that queries a range of databases 
within the organisation and presents information relevant to a specific country on a 
single page.  A number of agencies are developing project monitoring tools enabling 
staff to access project-specific information more easily – either internally, as with 
Oxfam-GB’s OPAL system, or externally, as with IRC’s partnership with Voxiva12 in 
Indonesia or CRS’ partnership with Accenture Development Partnerships.  However, 
for some organisations, integration will not be an option – either they do not 
have systems to integrate, their organisational structures work against it, or 
the investment required would be greater than the usefulness of the 
integration. 

 
4.8 However this will not overcome the problem of sharing information between (and 

sometimes within) agencies, which continues to be a problem, particularly for co-
ordination.  The approach most likely to be successful is the development and 
implementation of data standards for critical sectors such as health, food 
security, water and sanitation, and so on.  Such standards will make it possible to 
There have been a number of attempts to develop data standards in the sector, none 
of which have been especially successful, but as agencies move towards web-based 
services – which particularly lend themselves to data-sharing – the time may be right 
now to approach this issue again. 

 
4.9 We also need to reduce the fragmentation of information that our staff 

experience in the field, where multiple, competing information sources cannot be 
parsed by staff who are occupied with programme implementation.  Reduction is 
complex, particularly as it involves a range of external actors who serve as 
information providers.  This is one area where data standards can have an impact 
and technical solutions may be very effective – for instance, RSS feeds13 as a way of 
aggregating information more effectively.  It is also noticeable that organisations 
investing in human resources for information management performed much better in 
this regard: a single information officer acting as a focal point for managing 
information flows within the organisation can be extremely effective. 

 
4.10 In all the information flows described above, one thing was clear from all 

interviewees: systems need to be implemented at the very beginning of the 
response, and it is extremely difficult to introduce them retroactively.  
Introducing new ways of working will be more effective at the beginning of an 
emergency response, particularly when staff have limited prior experience, since new 
practices will be accepted as the usual way of doing business.  It is much harder to 
bring in new systems when working habits have already become ingrained, or when 
the information resources within an organisation are already in a state of disarray.  
Although technology has a supporting role to play by providing tools, the issue is 
largely one of organisational change and not of technology. 

 

                                                 
12 Voxiva is a technology company offering monitoring / reporting functions through a web-based platform, 
and are developing a programme management tool.  For more information, visit www.voxiva.net. 
13 RSS stands for Really Simple Syndication, a format for sharing content from websites.  Users can 
subscribe to specific websites to receive regular and automatic summary updates, which is extremely useful 
for sites with regular updates, such as news providers and blogs. 
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4.11 The key to a successful information system is that it adds value to 
information for its users.  The challenge is not just to gather data, but to turn data 
around quickly to get results back to staff who need it for their work, creating a 
feedback loop.  This raises the question of the accessibility of information for staff, 
particularly national staff.  National staff are critical for gathering information at 
field level, yet rarely benefit from it; as a result, they feel little investment in the 
process or results of information-gathering.  (A number of issues related to this 
are discussed in 5.4-5.7 of the Darfur Response Report.)  Achieving this feedback 
loop is also part of the process of integrating the information system into an 
organisation, rather than relying on a single individual to keep it going. 

Critical Information in NGO Decision-Making 
 
4.12 “Information overload” was not as prevalent as I assumed, but agencies 

clearly have a tendency to collect more rather than better information.  One 
member of an emergency response said that he believed that his organisation 
needed to go on an “information diet,” which is a useful way to think about this 
situation.  What information is critical for the success of our agencies’ programmes?  
The assessment suggests that it is possible to identify a set of critical 
information, but that agencies need to invest more resources in defining what 
information they need, how that information will be used, and at what interval it 
is needed. 

 
Good Practice Note 7: Rationing communications at CARE 

 

      
An example of “rationing” communications came from Sudan, where the CARE Country 
Director reported that CARE US HQ had instituted a policy of sending only one 
consolidated email of requests per week.  This both relieved the pressure on his inbox, 
but also forced CARE HQ staff to think more carefully about the requests they were 
sending to the field – their urgency, their utility and their brevity – in order to make the 
most of the one opportunity per week. 

 
4.13 Better definition of critical information would also reduce the 

organisational distance between headquarters and field.  Requests that seem 
reasonable and realistic at headquarters may not be so reasonable from a field 
perspective.  The question of how many beneficiaries we are serving seems a simple 
proposition –  until you consider that we might be working on a household rather than 
an individual basis, in a political situation in which statistics are a sensitive issue, with 
multiple groups of overlapping beneficiaries across different projects, or simply in a 
situation where numbers are unclear. 
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4.14 Simple requests from headquarters may be difficult to manage in the field.  
They often require a large number of staff to become involved, and are often 
repetitive (when the same question is asked multiple times by different staff at 
headquarters), or misdirected (when requests are not targeted to staff with the 
requisite knowledge).  Once again, organisations that appoint focal points for 
information requests – either at headquarters or in the field – manage this problem 
more effectively, ensuring that questions are answered promptly or are forwarded to 
the most appropriate member of staff. 

 
4.15 Identifying critical information relates very closely to assessment and M&E 

as discussed above, and is a key to success in both of those activities.  I would 
suggest that we can separate such information into two types: 

 
1. Agency-specific information is about an agency’s own inputs, activities and 

impact, forming the basis of programme implementation and monitoring, but also 
used for fundraising and advocacy; 

 
2. Baseline information is the generic information about the overall situation, such 

as political background, beneficiary numbers/types, logistics information, and the 
presence of other organisations. 

 
It should be noticed that, while agency-specific information will only be of interest to 
that agency, baseline information is useful to all agencies and could therefore 
be gathered on a collective basis.  In fact it may be more efficient to collect it 
jointly, avoiding the common syndrome of multiple assessment visits to 
settlements, which is common in crisis situations, and was reported in both Pakistan 
and Sudan. 

 
4.16 The suggestion of joint assessments leads us logically to the idea that we 

might develop common data sets that all agencies could draw on for 
monitoring, reporting and policy development.  There are limits to this approach: 
one interviewee commented that “the only way to have better disaster data is to have 
better government statistics,” such as census information, gazetteers, and so on – 
something that cannot be relied on in many of the countries in which we work.  
However the combined data of the UN agencies, NGO community and the 
governments could significantly improve the information resources for an entire 
country, as well as benefit individual agencies; this is one of the bases for the work of 
OCHA’s Humanitarian Information Centres.  In this context, it is worth noting that our 
agencies prize narrative over data, which is one of the reasons why data collection 
has been so weak, and this will need to be overcome if we are to use the data 
appropriately. 
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4.17 The obvious conclusion to this line of thinking is that the NGO community 
– working with key partners – should develop common data standards in order 
to share information more easily, both within and between agencies.  Agencies 
remain far apart from each other in this regard, partly through a belief that “their” data 
is unique and partly because failure to systematically assess or monitor in many 
locations means that there are not substantial datasets to be shared.  Increasingly 
however NGOs are gathering data more systematically, perhaps illustrated best by 
IRC’s recent characterisation of itself as a “data-driven” organisation.  Pilots in more 
organised data collection were found in a number of agencies, particularly in 
partnerships (for instance, World Vision’s work with a new venture LumiMap14) and 
with a special interest in the possibilities of Geographic Information Systems. 

                                                 
14 Lumimap is a university-based NGO providing mapping services, including developing customized 
hardware and software for data collection.  For more information, visit www.lumimap.org. 
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Snapshot: Role of Geographic Information Systems 
 
GIS has become increasingly important in humanitarian work in the last five years, particularly 
due to the work of common services such as the Humanitarian Information Centres and UN Joint 
Logistics Centres.  Yet despite the appearance of NGOs specifically dedicated to GIS work (such 
as the UK-based MapAction), the NGO community has not adopted GIS quickly or coherently.  
GIS projects have appeared in the field on an uncoordinated basis, an approach that fails to 
realise the potential of GIS, which relies on effective sharing of data for analysis. 
 
In neither of the field assessments was “true” GIS being used by IWG member agencies to 
support their work, although an improvised mapping solution was being used in CARE Sudan for 
security (see the Case Study on the CARE Incident Map, Darfur Response Report).  Some staff 
were using handheld GPS units, although there appeared to be no policy guidance on consistent 
application of GPS to establish locations and routes.  Where GPS was used it clearly had some 
added value – in Pakistan, for example, the World Vision emergency response team had been 
adding their GPS coordinates to Google Earth15 as a visualisation tool for planning. 
 
At headquarters there is clearly great interest in the possibilities, with a number of agencies 
reporting field-level GIS projects.  Nearly all these projects are connected with assessment or 
survey work, frequently using handheld PDA units for data entry (although there was no PDA use 
reported in either of the field assessments).  This is a positive development, particularly as spatial 
data is becoming increasingly integrated into many databases globally.  However it must be 
emphasised that GIS will not improve data collection or data management unless there is a clear 
and structured approach to that data.   
 
To be useful, spatial data will need to be in a common format throughout an entire organisation.  
In this regard the IWG organisations should ensure that spatial data can be shared not just within 
their organisation, but with others, through application of a clear model and standards.  It is this 
potential for data sharing that will enable GIS to be used to analyse programme activities, and to 
ensure that collaboration is possible with existing GIS activities, such as those organised by the 
HIC. 
 
Given existing weaknesses in data collection (see 4.13-4.20 of the Darfur Response Report) this 
presents both a challenge and an opportunity.  The challenge is to ensure that data collection is 
carried out more systematically than it has been in the past; if not, investment in GIS will be made 
worthless.  The opportunity is that GIS offers a powerful tool for analysis (as well as more basic 
mapping functions) that could greatly improve decision-making processes in NGOs. 
 
GIS must also demonstrate its value to senior management in order to gain the support 
necessary for successful implementation.  This appeared to be something of a Catch-22 for 
agencies, however, since it was difficult for an individual agency to build up the necessary 
expertise and resources to implement GIS.  Thus we are more likely to see agencies partnering 
with GIS specialist organisations – whether private or public – to make the most of the 
technology. 
 
Further discussion of critical issues in mapping in emergencies can be found in 4.9-4.12 of the 
Pakistan Earthquake Report.  
 

                                                 
15 Google Earth is a desktop application that enables users to access and view satellite imagery and other 
spatial data in a more user-friendly format than has previously been possible, although it requires an internet 
connection to run.  For more information, visit earth.google.com. 
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Successful Communication in the Field 
 
4.18 Data are the raw material for decision-making; however decisions are based on 

communication of that data between staff, and collaboration in determining the best 
route forward.  Both field assessments confirm that email is considered the 
critical means of communications for agency staff, since it is familiar and 
accessible, and offers asynchronous communication and document sharing.  
Identifiable issues in the provision of email for staff within agencies include: 

 
a. “E-mail overload” was a common complaint in both Pakistan and Darfur. 
 
b. Consistent access to corporate email is the priority for staff.  (A discussion 

of the implications of email access can be found in 3.8, Darfur Response Report.) 
 
c. Comprehensive email provision is also important, particularly to ensure 

that national staff have access to information resources. 
 
d. Records of email correspondence are essentially non-existent, which 

undermines efforts to create institutional memory. 
 
Good Practice Note 8: The Globe at Mercy Corps 

 

      
Agencies cited various instances of attempting to control the flow of email, but Mercy 
Corps offered an example of a more lateral approach.  In the organisation’s Portland 
headquarters, an e-mail newsletter, titled The Globe, was developed as a learning tool, to 
ensure that all staff members received the same level of information at the same time 
about developments within the organisation.  Senior management agreed to stop sending 
multiple e-mails across the entire organisation, since the Globe would consolidate news 
that was previously disseminated through multiple emails to all or some of the staff.  Since 
The Globe’s launch, email traffic has decreased within the organisation, not because of a 
new policy, but because the need to send out large numbers of emails was removed by 
the appearance of a single resource – designed to deal with another issue entirely! 

 
4.19 Lost records of email correspondence are just one aspect of the 

institutional memory loss that affects NGOs.  The assessment also noted that 
agencies suffered when they were unable to establish a local area network in their 
offices in the early stages of response; when shared drives were not used 
consistently; and when there were high levels of staff rotation, since international 
staff bring their own laptops – and then leave with them.  The assessment 
identified few measures that agencies could take to improve institutional 
memory, given the factors that were working against them, and this topic 
requires much greater attention. 
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4.20 Despite reliance on email, some staff felt that it was not the most effective 
way of collaborating.  However they were unable to identify other collaboration 
tools that had worked in their experience.  Staff frustrations observed during the 
assessment raised the question of whether we have a clear enough idea of how staff 
actually collaborate, share experiences and learn.  For example, the failure of online 
collaboration (aside from connectivity problems and inherent weaknesses in 
particular applications) may be because our staff prefer face-to-face contact based 
on their field experience – which would make efforts to build on-line tools pointless.  
Some agencies are experimenting with Groove16, but there continue to be questions 
about its suitability for the field, and no agency has made it integral to project 
communication. 

 
4.21 Although email is critical, consistent voice communication is still highly 

valued by staff, and in insecure situations it becomes the priority for all staff.  
Although email was cited as the most important tool during the assessment, voice 
contact remains crucial for staff, and it may be that they take voice communications 
for granted.  Voice communications have become simpler and more straightforward, 
particularly with the appearance of portable satellite telephones and the rise of 
mobile telephony.  (Discussion of problems associated with mobile can be found in 
3.3-3.6, Pakistan Earthquake Report.)  Voice contact can be made through many 
technologies, including landlines, mobile phone, satellite telephone, and now via 
internet telephony, making it relatively easy to access; while email can only be 
managed via a computer with an internet connection, and becomes more valuable 
because scarce. 

 
4.22 The single most important step that agencies can take to ensure that staff 

can transmit information quickly and easily is to establish easily identifiable 
lines of communication with clearly identified focal points for specific reports 
and issues, and make certain these are understood by staff with reporting 
responsibilities.  IRC in Pakistan (Case Study, Pakistan Earthquake Report) did 
well to establish this in the midst of their response, but it should be part of 
preparedness and planning.  The requirements will change depending on the agency 
and the situation – in Pakistan, each national organisation in the Save the Children 
alliance reported to its own headquarters, while Save US had the unenviable task of 
putting out an “alliance sitrep” based on reports submitted in widely varying formats. 

 
4.23 Agencies must determine their own channels based on their own 

structures and practices, taking into account different levels of communication – 
from deep field to field office to country office to regional office to global 
headquarters.  Part of this process is between defining governance of 
information in emergency response, which is not always clear at field level: 
who is authorised to release information; who analyses it, and with whom that 
analysis is shared; who controls its quality; who is responsible for storage and 
retrieval of data; and in particular, who is accountable for collection and 
dissemination.  In this context, reporting structures will not be identical to 
management structures; they are related but distinct. 

                                                 
16 Groove is a software application for collaboration with the capacity to work both online and offline – 
particularly useful in environments with poor connectivity.  Originally a start-up established by the inventor of 
Lotus Notes, Groove was recently acquired by Microsoft; for more information, visit www.groove.net. 
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5 Support Requirements 

Staff Capacity 
 
The assessment identified three levels of capacity in the context of any given emergency 
response, shown in Figure 4, below.  NGOs cannot significantly influence the capacity of 
a country, particularly during an emergency, but can address capacity at the other two 
levels.  However, most discussions about capacity during the assessment tended to 
address individual staff issues, rather than the equally important team or program level. 
The assessment noted three specific problems related to staff capacity: 
 
Figure 4: What do we mean by capacity? 

 
 

Staff and Teams: job descriptions, 
tasks, skills, etc. 

Country Program: organisational 
structure, strategy, resource 
allocation, etc. 

Country: infrastructure, labour market, 
education levels, etc. 

5.1 ICT support is generally under-resourced in emergency response, and 
adequate surge capacity is not provided by most organisations.  Some 
agencies include emergency staff with ICT skills in their response teams (notably 
World Vision and Mercy Corps), some now make IT staff available for deployment 
(such as Save the Children) and some have built regional support mechanisms to 
take the strain (such as CRS or Oxfam-GB).  However, this support is based on 
availability and is not always proportionate to the size of the emergency operation.  
While it is positive to have ICT skills in an emergency response team, one must raise 
the question of how the country office will cope when the IT staff leave.  If ICT skills 
are not embedded in the country office, the departure of an IT emergency staff 
member can render all his or her previous work irrelevant if the skills do not exist to 
maintain it locally.  Support through regional centres appears to offer a partial 
solution; the experiences of CRS and Oxfam-GB suggests that the closer that 
support is to the field geographically, the better it works. 
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5.2 ICT training requirements are not clear, and as a result staff seldom receive the 
training that they believe they need.  There is a particular gap on the IT side: most 
IT staff are recruited on the basis of their IT skills, with little or no communications 
experience, yet they are expected to deal with communications technology in an 
emergency response.  This is one of the factors contributing to the fragmented 
management of ICT in member agencies (described in 3.5 of the Darfur Response 
Report).  At the same time, there is little or no training for national staff – in particular 
in telecoms skills, such as setting up and running satellite communications.  This has 
begun to be addressed recently, but a more systematic approach would help both 
the staff and their managers. 

 
5.3 IT staff are not the only ones facing a shortfall in skills: the “blind spot” 

regarding ICT skills can be found throughout an agency.  For example, 
recruitment processes rarely test the IT skills of non-IT staff even though these skills 
should now be considered core in most organisations, so it is unclear where 
additional training might be needed.  One problem faced by agencies is budget 
constraints on training, combined with problems identifying local training institutions 
of adequate quality, and this is an area where IWG collaboration could bring 
economies of scale to solve the problem.  As an example, Oxfam-GB runs IT 
courses for its 700 staff in Oxford on a regularly scheduled basis which staff sign up 
to at their own convenience, a level of service which can be offered due to the 
numbers of staff wanting training.  By way of comparison, in Aceh Oxfam has 700 
staff, and collectively IWG members probably employ in the region of 3,000 staff – 
sufficient numbers and a corresponding demand for training that could sustain a 
model similar to the UK. Skills development is also an area where standardization 
works in our favour – the more standardized the equipment and software we are 
using, the more standardized training can be developed.  However it is too late for 
training, particularly in new or complex software applications by the time an 
emergency response is underway: staff will simply not have time to participate 
in any training, underlining that training must form part of preparedness 
planning. 

 
In addition, two secondary issues were at play, not directly involving IT skills but having 
a clear impact on them: 
 
5.4 Staff rotation, staff turnover and staffing gaps continue to be a huge problem 

for agencies, to the extent that the ECB Staff Capacity Initiative has focused 
particularly on these as perhaps the core issues in staffing17, and have had clear 
effects on ICT and information management.  In addition to leaving gaps in vital IT 
support functions, high levels of staff rotation negate the positive effects of training, 
since the value of the training is lost when staff leave the organisation.  Furthermore, 
high rotation and the associated staffing gaps also contribute to the lack of learning 
in emergency responses and the lack of continuity in country offices – the amnesia 
that leads us to repeat mistakes – since they remove key staff in the chain of 
information sharing.  This was demonstrated in the security tree in Sudan, where 
departure of certain staff meant an entire branch of the tree was cut off (Case Study, 
p.18, Darfur Response Report). 

 

                                                 
17 For further information on the ECB Staff Capacity Initiative and to view its publications, visit 
www.ecbproject.org.  
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5.5 Information and knowledge management should be part of everybody’s TORs, 
in the same way that security management is the responsibility of all staff.  However 
we must recognise limits: in the words of one interviewee, “no matter how positive 
about info sharing you are, there is no time to share during an emergency.”  One 
example of this came from an IT officer who had worked in Iraq, where he gave a 
single sheet of instructions to staff regarding an application – and still had large 
numbers of staff coming back with questions, saying that they didn’t have time to 
read the sheet.  During an emergency, staff do not have time to read thick manuals; 
however there is also a wider problem in the humanitarian sector, which in general 
does not encourage this type of learning. 

External Communications 
 
5.6 This assessment did not look at fundraising or media relations, both of which 

are sometimes grouped under the heading of external communications.  
Communications staff were interviewed in the course of the assessment, both at HQ 
and field levels, but in the words of one of those interviewed, “internal 
communications is the foundation; external communications is the roof.”  
Without effective internal communications, the information needed for the media or 
fundraisers is hard (if not impossible) to source.  However both of these aspects of 
aid work need to be considered as one part of the information cycle within agencies 
– and both have been affected by new technology. 

 
5.7 The focus on fundraising is shifting from telephone to web-based donations, 

which have a lower transaction cost, and this trend will continue.  Although 
much awareness-raising now takes place using traditional channels, such as the 
mainstream media and community groups, this will also change as such groups 
expect richer and better media access.  Media relations will also need to take 
account of this second trend, which brings both challenges and opportunities: 
the democratisation of the media will raise expectations of a closer, multi-faceted 
view of situations on the ground, while staff will be more familiar with multimedia 
devices (such as camera phones).  Controlling stories will become more difficult, 
changing the relationship between agencies and the public.  Agencies will need to 
invest much more in direct communication between field staff and the public using 
new media such as blogging. 

 
5.8 These trends apply only minimally, however, in many of the countries in which we 

work, where traditional media continue to be the dominant modes of mass 
communication, particularly radio, and to a lesser extent television.  The largest gap 
in external communication identified by the assessment was in-country, i.e. 
managing media and community relations effectively.  In the field, this is not a 
question of controlling stories to ensure that agencies maintain a positive profile, but 
using relations with media and communities to achieve our objectives – whether for 
advocacy, programme activities, or simply ensuring people understand our mission 
and mandate. 
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Partnerships 
5.9 The assessment did not address accountability issues, but noted that accountability 

issues are now widely discussed in the field.  It was interesting to note that, the 
closer one gets to the deep field, the more likely you are to find staff concerned 
about communication with national staff, local partners and beneficiaries.  In 
Pakistan particularly, some interviewees identified information sharing as a core 
part of accountability. 

 
5.10 It was also noted that this accountability relates very closely to a staffing issue.  

Staff (particularly national staff, who are the key interlocutors with beneficiary 
populations) need to understand the organisation, its mission and their place 
in it, in order to be able to communicate that to others.  This understanding 
obviously begins with induction but must be continually reinforced by management. 

 
5.11 A closely related issue is that of the “digital divide” emerging between 

international organisations and their local counterparts, particularly local 
NGOs.  This is something that I noticed during HIC deployments in countries such as 
Afghanistan and Liberia, but also saw during the assessment.  While we have 
access to computers and communications equipment, our local partners frequently 
do not, creating an imbalance in capacity and a serious constraint to working 
together.  While this may be beyond the scope of ECB to address on a global scale, 
if we do not develop the capacity of our partners, or create interfaces through 
which they can access our information resources and benefit from our 
systems, the digital divide will increasingly become an obstacle to successful 
partnership.  (For more context on this issue, please see 2.9 in the Darfur 
Response Report.) 

 
5.12 Inter-agency initiatives offer opportunities to leverage resources more effectively, 

network with peers and share experiences more widely.  They also offer a focal point 
for partners on specific issues, which is particularly appealing to the private sector.  
The success of NetHope suggests that the inter-agency model can work (at 
least in specifically defined areas), but there has been little research into why 
the model works and whether it might be replicated in other sectors.  Other 
initiatives in their early stages, such as LINGOS, might benefit from the lessons 
derived from such research.   

 
Relations with the United Nations family varied considerably in the two field locations.  In 
Sudan, the co-ordination role of the UN was accepted and valued; in Pakistan, the new 
cluster approach was being tested for the first time, making for more tense relations 
between the UN agencies and NGO community.  Broadly speaking, we refer specifically 
to four bodies within the UN family in the context of this assessment. 
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a. In the cluster approach WFP is cluster lead for Security (radio) 
Communications.  This gives WFP the lead role in establishing and maintaining 
a radio network on behalf of the UN system, and only secondarily the NGO 
community.  To some extent this is a formalisation of WFP’s previous role as 
steward of the radio network for the entire humanitarian community, although 
since the intention of the cluster approach is to designate a “provider of last 
resort,” the NGO community is not prohibited from managing its own radio 
communications.  The UN would likely appreciate more investment by NGOs in 
their capacity in this area, but we should clarify exactly what is expected from 
WFP.  For more discussion, refer to 3.10-3.15 of the Pakistan Earthquake 
Report. 

 
b. In the cluster approach UNICEF is cluster lead for Data (satellite) 

Communications.  What this means in practice is not yet entirely clear.  
UNICEF is not in a position to be a service provider in the same way as WFP, 
and it seems unlikely that they will play a more active role in supporting NGO 
access to data communications, except by allowing use of UNICEF VSAT 
facilities.  It is important for the NGO community to engage with UNICEF to clarify 
its position, while simultaneously investing to ensure that our own arrangements 
are sufficient for our own needs. 

 
c. The Humanitarian Information Centres provided by OCHA are now a core 

part of OCHA’s response, although the capacity of individual HICs varies from 
place to place.  A consistent and justified complaint from OCHA is that the NGO 
community does not engage with the HICs: while they are consumers of HIC 
products, they are less frequently active partners in developing information 
resources.  There are exceptions (the partnership in GIS survey activities 
between World Vision and the HIC in Sri Lanka is an obvious one), but in general 
the NGO community has been too fragmented to build partnerships with the 
HICs, and individual NGOs too disorganised or too opaque to provide systematic 
data.  

 
d. UN Joint Logistics Centres have also become a key part of the 

humanitarian community in the last few years.  The UNJLC provides a 
different service from the HICs, frequently taking a more active role in 
coordination in the logistics sector, and in some cases taking an operational role.  
UNJLC has had similar problems to the HIC in terms of NGO partnership, but 
have experienced better co-operation with NGOs because logistics is perceived 
as a more critical function than data collection.  One example came from Darfur, 
where UNJLC has established a common logistics service for NFI provision with 
CARE as the logistics partner; this is however a contract relationship more than 
an example of co-ordination. 

 
One thing was clear from the assessment: to make the most of these common 
services, and to contribute to them for the benefit of the entire humanitarian 
community, NGOs will need to be more consistent and committed in their 
engagement.  We must bear in mind that, despite their greater resources, these 
initiatives are as prone as our own agencies to funding shortfalls and bottlenecks. 
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Conclusion 
 
I have tried in this series of reports to provide a picture of the full range of information 
and ICT-related challenges facing the IWG members – and, by extension, much of the 
NGO community.  When I reviewed the texts of these reports, I was struck by how 
obvious many of these issues are, even without an assessment. 
 
The added value of these reports is to place these issues into a common framework for 
discussion, and to identify entry points where IWG members and their partners can 
begin to address them.  This will require an honest appraisal of our capacity to deal with 
them, and an agreement between IWG members to support each other through the 
difficult process of change. 
 
Those seeking universal conclusions and grand plans should look elsewhere.  
Information alone will not sustain an emergency response, but it should be considered 
the starting point for nearly all of our activities, and we need to begin treating it as the 
critical resource that it is.  It is worth noting that many of the problems raised here are 
not limited to ICT, but affect many other aspects of emergency response.  
 
Technology cannot solve all of our problems, but as one interviewee noted, “the real 
productivity gain from ICT has yet to be realised in the field.”  I hope that these reports 
serve as the starting point for realising that gain, guiding us towards the creation of truly 
networked organisations operating in emergency response, ensuring that our staff are 
safer, better supported and more effective in their work. 
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Appendix 1: The ECB ITR Initiative Assessment Process 
Summary Note 
 
This note has been prepared as background on the ECB ITR Initiative Assessment, covering ICT 
capacity for emergency response.  It is a public document that may be freely circulated to all 
interested parties.  Please direct any questions to the ECB ITR Initiative leader, Paul Currion. 
 
OBJECTIVES: 
 

1. To identify ICT gaps and needs in the humanitarian response of IWG members; 
2. To explore tangible solutions to address these breaches in effective and efficient 

response.  
 
ACTIVITIES: 
 
Phase One (Preliminary Assessment) 
 

1. Carry out interviews with IWG members to build consensus (including functional units 
covering ICT, Emergency Response, Security, etc); 

2. Define and revise assessment direction and methodology as necessary, based on 1; 
3. Build schedule for assessment (including HQ and field visits). 

 
Phase Two (Assessment) 
 

1. Map ICT activities by actors in the humanitarian sector; 
2. Assess IWG member organizations (through HQ visits, email and teleconference) 

regarding: 
• ICT capacity to support emergency response, 
• Emergency response capacity to make use of ICT, 
• ICT needs in the field and at headquarters, 
• Information flows within organizations in the field, at headquarters, and between the 

two; 
• Information flows between organizations in the field and at headquarters. 

3. Carry out two field visits (Aceh and Darfur) and develop case studies to support 
assessment. 

 
TIMELINE: 1 September 2005 – 31 March 2006 
OUTPUT: A comprehensive report of findings, including recommendations for future actions. 
TEAM LEADER: Paul Currion (paul@currion.net) 
 
Note on NetHope: Given the common interests of their members, there is clearly common ground 
between IWG, the ECB ITR Initiative and NetHope.  The ECB ITR Initiative assessment will 
actively engage with NetHope to ensure that the two processes are complementary, while 
maintaining its focus on specific ICT requirements for humanitarian response.  In practice, this will 
mean that we will communicate regularly to nsure that there is no duplication, draw on each 
other’s findings, and co-ordinate existing resources in order to minimize costs
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Appendix 2: List of interviewees 
 
 

Functional Position      
Head of ICT 
(CTO/CIO) 

Simon Jennings 
(Director, 
Information 
Systems) 

Richard 
Prather (CIO), 
Amitabha 
Datta 

 Pat Long 
(CFO); Charles 
Zumbro (ICT) 

Paul 
Cunningham 

Peter Dickinson Ed Granger-
Happ 

Head of Emergencies Nick Roseveare 
(Director, 
Emergencies) 

Jock Baker   Pat Johns Randy Martin Rudy von 
Bernuth 

Business Manager Chris Meadows 
(Business 
Systems Co-
ordinator); 
Romilly Gregory 
(Systems 
Architecture 
Manager) 

   Dan Carr? Susan 
Romanski; 
Peter Dickinson 

 

ICT staff (with field 
experience) 

Juan Ramone, 
Serjan, Bob (IT 
Officers) 

Rodolfo Siles, 
Enver Cordido 

  Orr Radevsky? Errol, Karen Rui Lopes 

Emergencies staff 1 
(with responsibility for 
early deployment) 

Richard Luff; Lucy 
Heaven 
(Humanitarian 
Officer, Darfur); 
Christina 
Schmalenbach 
(Humanitarian 
Officer, Aceh) 

  Libbet Graham Kari Egge; 
Morris; Dave; 
Charlie Ehle; +2 

Pete 
Sweetnam; 
Susan 
Romanski 

Tammi Willcutts 
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al Position     
Emergencies staff 2 
(with experience in 
Aceh and/or 
Darfur/Chad) 

Charl van der 
Merwe (IS Project 
Manager - 
Logistics)  

    Susan 
Romanski 

 

Security staff      Nick Downie Mike O'Neill 

Logistics staff Gilles Marrion 
(Head of 
Emergency Logs) 

John Solomon    Greg Shortreed Ritsa / Ed 

Communications staff 
(includes reporting / PI) 

Roxanne Philson 
(Communications 
Manager); Sophie 
Mack Smith 
(Humanitarian 
Communications) 

  Melissa Winkler  Jeremy Barnicle Mike Kiernan 

KM staff (if 
organisation has staff 
looking at learning 
issues) 

Janet Spafford (IS 
Training 
Manager) 

    Pam Osbourne; 
Anna Young 

Caroline Loftus 
(ECB2) 

Other staff involved in 
specific ICT or 
emergency response 
development 

James Glisson 
(International 
Information 
Systems Support 
Manager); Bob 
Gibson 

    Steve 
Claibourne; Jim 
White 

Lee Steuber 
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Appendix 3: Improving ICT 
(Excerpt from ‘Report on Emergency Capacity: Analysis for the Interagency Working Group on 
Emergency Capacity,’ by Spee Braun, July 2004) 
 
Working collectively on ways to provide rapid, reliable multi-media communications 
technology in support of humanitarian action and learning, with immediate priority given 
to training field staff in its use 
 
Among the most significant gaps identified through the emergency capacity review was 
the need for rapid, reliable, flexible, multi-media communications. Especially when 
working in large, complex humanitarian crises, emergency response teams require 
immediate, reliable transmission of not only voice, but also data and images. 
 
Across-the-board, IWG members have specific examples where ICT problems have 
significantly hampered their performance in emergency response operations – from the 
earthquake response in Iran, to the flood-relief efforts in the Dominican Republic, to the 
response to the complex emergency in Darfur, Sudan. Most typically, the members of 
the initial emergency response team receive equipment for which they have inadequate 
training while they also lack good access to technical support. In other cases, weeks or 
even months pass before the requisite equipment is in place. 
 
The impact of not having trained operators and ICT equipment when it is needed is 
significant, negatively affecting both the timeliness and quality of the humanitarian 
response in many areas of operation. Those areas identified through the review were: 
 
• Staff safety and security 
• Rapid mobilization of appropriate personnel 
• Timely program decision making that draws fully on organizational capacity 
• Coordination and collaboration on the ground 
• Efficient use of the time of program field staff 
• Communication of the need to multiple audiences 
• Adequate flow of information for fundraising 
• Organizational learning, sharing of best practices and lessons learned 
 
IWG members have increasingly recognized the critical importance of ICT, particularly 
as they have made serious commitments recently to bolster their ability to address 
security issues. They have learned that key tools for security – reliable and user-friendly 
satellite and cell phones, radios, codans, e-mail, and more – depend on state-of-the-art 
ICT. The review found indications of efforts to acquire and keep in place the required 
technology, but generally through incoherent overall approaches to ICT. None of the 
organizations has the full packet of knowledge and skills in place, which include: 
 
• Technical knowledge, including reliability of equipment 
• Procurement knowledge 
• Set-up and installation of equipment 
• Training skills 
• Support for equipment operation and maintenance 
• Transport and customs 
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One underlying cause detected is the absence of one named leader or unit for 
communications technology in the IWG member organizations. Responsibility for 
organizational capacity in communications technology, it was found, may lie with 
Information Systems, Procurement, the Security Director, the Emergency Unit, or some 
combination thereof. 
 
Despite these problems, there have been a number of successful collaborative efforts, 
both formal, as with Cisco Systems and Microsoft supporting NetHope in Iraq, and 
informal, as with ICT technicians at an emergency site voluntarily assisting another NGO 
in setting up their equipment and training users. These efforts have begun to address 
the ICT gap, but there remains much to do to ensure that ICT is contributing to rapid, 
effective humanitarian action rather than inhibiting it. ICT is an ideal area for NGO joint 
capacity building for several reasons: (1) the current gaps are having a negative impact 
on collaborative and efficient emergency work in the field, (2) the gaps tend to be 
common across organizations, readily identified, and relatively straight forward to 
address, (3) there are few reasons to have organizationally tailored ICT in emergency 
field work and many reasons to support standardization, and (4) there is high potential 
for implementing ICT capacity building in ways that benefit the entire humanitarian 
sector. 
 
Following is a list of priority needs related to ICT and emergency capacity: 
 
Staff training on the ground: The greatest need is organized training for field personnel in 
the installation and use of the ICT equipment that they have on site. Since most 
organizations cannot afford and perhaps do not need a fulltime ICT specialist on each 
emergency response team, consideration should be given to joint hires, shared 
positions, or other arrangements that would allow one ICT specialist to train the staff of 
multiple organizations. The specialist’s job description might also include responsibilities 
for setting up ICT equipment for the same group of organizations. 
 
Minimum ICT standards: Already NGOs are moving toward standardization of much of 
the equipment used in the field, but IWG members are calling for more explicit 
standardization to facilitate communication and coordination among humanitarian actors 
on the ground, to promote collaborative security work, and to pursue increased 
efficiencies through shared resources such as joint procurement, staff training, and 
technical support. 
 
Fundraising for procurement of ICT equipment: During the first year of the Iraq 
emergency response (2003), the NetHope consortium was successful in raising funds 
and in-kind contributions from Cisco Systems and Microsoft for procurement of ICT 
equipment. IWG members expressed interest in further initiatives of this sort, perhaps 
next for the complex emergency on the Sudan-Chad border. 
 
ICT support to other areas of emergency capacity building: As one interviewee pointed 
out, nearly all proposed areas of emergency capacity building will benefit from, if not 
depend upon, strategic and innovative use of ICT. For example, initiatives in staff 
capacity building include technology-supported learning, those in logistics include 
sophisticated computerized tracking systems, and those in accountability and impact 
measurement will rely heavily on information systems’ tools for tracking, analysis, and 
reporting.
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Appendix 4: UN Minimum Telecommunications 
Standards 
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Appendix 5: Models of Information Flow in NGOs 
 

s reported in the ECB ITR 
Initiative assessment, the flow 
of information within agencies is 
currently one-way, aggregating 
information at successive levels.  
Information travels up through 
the organisation along reporting 
lines that fit broadly with the 
existing organigram, as per 
Diagram 1, up to senior 
management (A) via middle 
managers (B, C and D).  NGOs 
tend to assume that information 
is pushed down and out in much 
the same ways as it is pulled in 
and up.  The assessment 
suggests this is not the case; 
information is generated at 
headquarters level with little 
understanding of the routes and 
bottlenecks within the 
organisation. 

is 
 these 

information disseminated on 
a broadcast

 A 

B C D 

I E F G H 

Diagram 1 
A

 
In fact, information 
disseminated through
organisations in one of two 
ways. 
 
Diagram 2 shows how 

 basis through 
mass emails, or as 
documents stored on a 
server; this provides a one-
to-many information flow, i.e. 
a central authoritative source 
(A) makes information 
available to selected staff 
members.  This is an 
effective way of making 
information resources 
available to staff; the main 
question concerns access to 
that information. 
 

I 

H 

G 

F 

E 

D 

C 

B 
Diagram 2 

A 
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A 

B C D 

I E F G H 

Diagram 3 

J 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Location X 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Location Z 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Location Y 

Diagram 3 shows the more usual way by which inform
organisation – not necessarily through the “formal” 
organisations recognize when they gather information, but
personal contacts within the organisation. 
 

 

n 

 

 

ve 
d 
ir 

o 
t 
 

he 
organisation. 

ation is disseminated in an 
information channels that 

 through informal networks of 

 
This diagram is a simplification of what are often very complex sets of relationships that
are defined by a number of factors (many of these factors are not limited to the 
organisation itself).  Despite limitations, it illustrates a number of key points: 
 
• At the top of the chart, senior management (A) relies on the staff immediately below 

them for all their information.  As a result, there is a large degree of separatio
between the top and bottom of the organisation, which varies depending on the size 
of the organisation. 

• Staff at the bottom of the chart (E-J – in this case, in field locations X, Y and Z) have
fewer links with other staff, and therefore less sources of information.  However 
because staff in these positions have less authority within the organisation, they are
unable to access the information that they might need. 

• Staff in the middle levels of the diagram – project managers and so on – tend to ha
the most sources of information available, since they have the greatest number an
widest range of contact – both upwards and downwards, but also laterally with the
peers.  However they are constantly pressured to provide information to staff above, 
and to a lesser extent below, their positions, which creates pressure on them. 

• The result is that staff at the top and bottom ends of the chart do not have access t
the widest possible range of information within the organisation.  The result is tha
those groups of staff are rarely satisfied with the information they have.  Senior staff
tend to complain that the information they have is insufficient or incomplete; lower-
level staff more often feel that they are cut off from information flows within t
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Can we identify an ideal pattern for information flows within an NGO?  Unfortunately the 
answer is no; it depends on the organisation in question and the environm

A 

D E F 

Diagram 4 

G H I J 

B C 

ent in which 
at organisation works.  The question of how to manage information flows between 

ad
oth
with external research institutions would be more productive. 

Ba
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all tional awareness was roughly 

ide
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int

 
Diagram 4 shows a flatter structure. The senior manager (A) has access to full 
information; sensitive information (such as security or human resources data) are 
handled by positions B and C, slightly separate from the rest of the agency; but most 
staff otherwise receive identical communications, whether they are managers or not.  
This type of structure does not rely on programme managers to communicate to staff, 
removing additional layers from the information flow, but maintains a centralised 
approach that enables information to be more carefully targeted.  However it does 
require more attention to information processes by staff in the gatekeeper roles (e.g. A, 
B and C). 
 

th
field, country and headquarter offices needs to be investigated more thoroughly – in 

dition to the equally problematic issue of how agencies can communicate with each 
er.  It is unlikely that agencies will be able to fully analyse this internally; partnerships 

 
sed on the assessment interviews, however, the request from most staff in the field 
s to level out access to information; to have a common picture shared by most (if not 
) staff within the organisation.  Staff felt that where situa

the same throughout that organisation, it would provide a more coherent organisational 
ntity (particularly for staff new to the agency) and a solid basis for action.  This is not 
aranteed however; there still needs to be effective management to turn information 
o action.  There are two possible models for this type of situation: 
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Diagram 5 shows a network organisation.  While this appears complex, the basic 
premise is that every staff member has a greater level of communication with other staff 
members.  At different times during the work of the agency, some lines of 
communication will become more important than others, but this will be potentially a 
natural growth process.  This requires investment in non-traditional communications that 
go outside management lines – for example, working groups or communities of practice 
within an agency – but can potentially improve the work of the agency considerably.  
However this type of model relies heavily on the personalities involved – not everybody 
in the agency will work well in this type of structure. 
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Appendix 6: Sample ICT assessment form 
 

1. Situation Overview 
This section should describe: 
 
• Location, nature and scale of emergency 
• Standard agency communication requirements (local, regional, HQ) 
• Security-related ICT issues (how will ICT enhance safety and security – or potentially 

work against it) 
• Critical ICT issues related to the emergency (for instance, privacy concerns) 
 

2. Physical Environment  
This section should describe the following elements, insofar as they impact ICT (for 
example, mountainous terrain or high buildings will affect radio transmissions): 
 
• Terrain (rural and urban) 
• Climate (current and seasonal) 
• Access 
 

3. Communications Infrastructure  
This section should describe the current situation and organisational requirements for: 
 
• Radio (HF) 
• Radio (VHF) 
• Telephone: Fixed Line 
• Telephone: Cell Network 
• Internet connectivity (including local ISPs) 
• Satellite (including specific coverage by provider) 
 
These should be described by location, as the situation may differ by area.  If possible, 
cost comparisons should be provided for different vendors, where these exist.  A 
demonstration table has been used previously by NetHope to record this information; a 
sample is given here: 
 
Type Present Description Coverage Plans Constraints 
Radio No  Mansehra; 

Muzzaferabad; 
NOT BANA 
ALLAI 

UN will 
establish 
network 
within 2 
weeks 

Pak military 
has concerns 
about 
frequency 
allocation 

Fixed Lines No Destroyed by 
earthquake 

 Telco may 
re-establish 
but not 
likely before 

Telco unable 
to send staff 
to fix lines; 
risk of further 
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March 2006 shocks 
bringing 
down lines 

Cell 
Net

Yes Disrupted by 
ake; 
ickly 

established 

Mansehra only Govt has 
approved 
expansion 
of network; 
likely to be 
full 

f 

within 2 

Network 
frequently 
overloaded 

work earthqu
being qu
re-

coverage o
urban areas 

weeks 
VSAT No  N/A  Pak 

government 
restricts 

f 
llite 

equipment 

importation 
and use o
sate

 
The assessment should also take into account: 

 Electricity Supply – type and availability, extent of national grid, reliability of supply, 
and so on.  ower supply?  
D tricity supply? 

e 
to national, regional and global sources?  How prepared are local vendors to support 

 this scale? 

mework 
scriptions of the following: 

 License Approval 

names and contact details – what procedures must be gone 
rough for these?  Are there are UN, NGO or donor government organisations working 

alf of th itari to ese p s? 

Are there are any other issues in the countr
 
• Restrictions on use of telecommunications equipment? 
• Government and military attitudes towards remote sensin S use?

r forms o

 
•

What possibilities exist for improving or supplementing the p
o offices meet basic safety standards in their elec

• Local Markets – what is available and accessible locally?  How do the prices compar

a response on

4. Regulatory Fra
This section should include de
 
• Customs Regulations 
•
• Frequency Allocation. 
 
Which Government Offices need to be approached regarding these and other issues?  
Give details, including 
th
on beh e human an community  facilitate th rocesse
 

y, for example: 

g or GP  
• Internet or othe f censorship? 
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5. IT objectives and activities 
This section should describe: 

t ag presenc e
ed agency respo ments 

 
This should include detail o  and size of current
including staffing levels and ailability, and the nu cles attached 
tot those offices for which there will be communications requ ossible, it 
should also factor in the amount of voice and data traffic tha
offices within the organisation (and possibly with external ag d on this, the 
assessment can be used to develop a plan that covers: 

ctives T staff 
• Steps required to achieve those objectives 
• Guidelines for implementing those steps 
 
The section must outline the initial planning steps for ICT deployment, although it do
not need to be a detailed plan at this stage.  Issues to continue might includ n 

artnership with local organisations, procurement constraints (for example, due to 
al staff, and so on. 

Th
in  requirements: 

• 
ally? 

• Staff requirements – how many, what skill set, which locations?  How many are 
a w many will need to be recruited? 

cedures. 

e following, clearly identifying where there are gaps that 

tails) 

 
• Curren
• Propos

ency e and requirem
nse and require

n the location
 resource av

nts 

 and proposed offices, 
mber of vehi
irements.  If p
t is expected between which 
encies).  Base

 
• Obje  for I

es 
e policies o

p
international sanctions), availability of skilled loc

6. Support Requirements 
is section should describe the resources needed to implement the actions described 
Section 4; an Outline Budget should be developed based on these

 
Hardware and software requirements – what currently exists in country, and what will 
need to be bought in extern

lready working for the agency and ho
• Other support requirements, including policies and pro
 
Give brief descriptions of th

ation. might affect implement
 
 Partners (with contact de•
• Asset Management Plans 
• Contingency Plans (inc. Business continuity and disaster recovery) 
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