
The tsunami left an overwhelming path of destruction
in its wake. More than 230,000 people lost their
lives, some 400,000 homes were reduced to rubble,

and the livelihoods of as many as five million people were
thrown into jeopardy. The earthquake and waves that
followed caused $10bn in damages in barely 24 hours. 

But the devastating impact of the tsunami was matched by
the extraordinary nature of the world’s response, as billions
of dollars in assistance quickly poured in. Tsunami recovery
represents the largest ever mobilisation of donor funds for
an emergency and reconstruction effort. All over the world,
governments, international organisations and multilateral
donors, non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and
individuals supported the provision of humanitarian relief
and reconstruction to affected areas. NGOs and the Red
Cross movement alone raised over $5bn, alongside $8bn
pledged by governments and others for recovery and
reconstruction. 

The extraordinary scale and complexity of the tsunami
have posed tremendous challenges, and the unprecedented
commitment of aid has raised the stakes: money must be
spent wisely; the international community must remain
engaged for as long as it takes to make the lives of the

tsunami survivors whole again; and challenges must clearly
be explained to the public at large.  

NGOs represent over a third of the money that has been
pledged for recovery in the four most affected countries. In
effect, they became donors, as well as implementers, and,
since the outset of the disaster, they have been at the
forefront of relief and recovery activities. This was partially
due to the fact that many NGOs were already working in
tsunami affected areas and were well positioned to respond
immediately and effectively.  

The outpouring of support to NGOs for tsunami recovery
has brought with it new roles, responsibilities, and
challenges for the NGO community, including the need to
assess progress and encourage application of good practices
to improve the quality of their work, and to become more
transparent and accountable.     

For this reason, and in his capacity as UN Special Envoy for
Tsunami Recovery, President Clinton recently launched a
six month, intensive review by NGOs of ways to make
NGO global relief and recovery efforts more effective across
a number of critical areas. The review, which was first
announced at the 2006 InterAction Forum, will draw on
lessons learned from the massive response to the South Asia
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Responsibilities
and challenges
Eric Schwartz, United Nations Deputy Special Envoy for Tsunami Recovery,

looks at the special role NGOs play in enabling the reconstruction
of countries affected by the tsunami…
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tsunami. It will focus on five challenges that face
international NGOs, which were brought into starker relief
in the context of tsunami recovery: accountability,
enhancing local capacity, professionalism, co-ordination,
and human rights and disaster response.  

The reviews, which are owned and managed by NGOs,
will culminate in a series of short reports and
recommendations for enhancements in current tsunami
operations. Because the subject areas are of much broader
application than tsunami recovery, the reports will also
include broad reaching recommendations for improving
NGO practice and advancing humanitarian reform efforts.
The reviews and recommendations aim to supplement and
amplify work that is already being done on each of these
issues in a wide variety of international fora. 

The Special Envoy/NGO Impact Initiative, as it is known,
is being managed by five working groups, convened by the
US offices of a number of NGOs. But because this
initiative aims to be international in scope and its
recommendations will apply to international NGOs
operating broadly, its conveners are reaching out actively to
European and southern counterparts and existing
initiatives, to ensure participation of all relevant partners.

Further, because consultations and contributions from
international NGO actors in the field and local NGO
partners and civil society will be critical to the success and
credibility of the initiative, the five working groups will
hold a series of consultations with local civil society in Aceh
and Sri Lanka. 

The issue areas:
Accountability to beneficiaries
Accountability in humanitarian response is based upon
consultation and communication with and participation of
affected community members throughout the response. 
In some cases involving tsunami recovery projects,
beneficiaries have not been consulted regarding planned
activities; aid providers have not communicated well about
their projects; and aid providers have not engaged local
communities in identifying and addressing priority issues.

The objective of the accountability to the beneficiaries
component of the initiative is to identify barriers to
accountability encountered during the response to the 2004
tsunami and suggest ways to overcome such barriers in future
emergencies. The project further seeks to complement 
and support existing initiatives designed to ensure a greater
role for accountability in the culture and profile of 
NGOs in the humanitarian sector. These initiatives include
Mary Anderson’s Listening Project, the Tsunami Evaluation
Coalition (TEC), the Active Learning Network for
Accountability and Performance (ALNAP), and Humanitarian
Accountability Project International (HAP-I). 

‘The reviews, which are owned
and managed by NGOs, will
culminate in a series of short
reports and recommendations
for enhancements in current
tsunami operations.’

Enhancing local capacity building
In the immediate aftermath of a crisis, the ‘important’ often
falls victim to the ‘urgent’, and it is understandable that
international organisations and NGOs will take direct
action to save lives and safeguard communities. But it is
critical that NGOs also support the organising efforts and
skills development of local civil society, and the tsunami
experience offers us examples of both progress achieved and

problems encountered. Some reviews, such as
TEC, found that local capacities were not
appropriately drawn upon as part of the t
sunami response, and that local institutions are
not taking on leading roles in humanitarian
assistance despite repeated commitments by the
aid community to promote such outcomes. The
need to push this agenda forward continues to be
as important as ever. 

The review under this component will focus on

four main objectives: strengthening institutional

capacity for partnership development; encouraging

retention of skilled personnel working with local

civil service and local civil society; strengthening
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Acehnese women working on a waste management programme
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co-operation and collaboration with local government; and

promoting concrete models for enhancing local capacities.

Professionalism
The magnitude of the tsunami and the size of the
response placed significant stresses on all the entities
engaged in relief and recovery. Although they constituted
a minority of organisations, some NGOs in the region
made promises that were not kept, built structures that
will not stand the test of time, and stretched their
mandates beyond their levels of expertise. The aim of this

component of the initiative will
be to offer models for external
or other enhanced validation 
of NGO performance. In
addition, the group will consider
the issue of training NGOs,
especially smaller ones with
limited resources, on standards
of professionalism. 

Co-ordination
Difficulties around co-ordination
are hardly a new issue for 
NGOs. But the tsunami recovery 
process has imposed unparalleled
challenges for integration of
NGO efforts into overall recovery
programmes, at both the head-

quarters and field levels. Tsunami evaluation reports have
noted at least two major problems at the field level: a lack
of information sharing among NGOs and duplication of
efforts. At the headquarters level, there is a need for more
effective engagement between NGOs and international
organisations and more effective representation through the
secretariats of umbrella organisations. At the same time, the
tsunami recovery effort has generated new forms of co-
operation between NGOs, international organisations and
governments, and these also deserve further examination.  

The need for effective co-ordination occurs at
multiple levels and involves multiple actors and
stakeholders. The co-ordination component of
the initiative, however, will focus mainly on the
constraints, challenges, and opportunities in 
co-ordination among NGOs, both international
and local, while recognising the role of national
and local government authorities, United Nations
agencies, and donors. The review will provide
ideas for reducing duplication of effort in 
tsunami recovery and future emergencies. It will
consider ways to increase information exchange
and mutual under-standing of missions, which, 
in turn, would increase the cred-ibility and
transparency of NGO efforts.

Human rights and disaster response 
The rights-based approach considers people in the
area affected by the disaster, like all individuals, to
be rights holders, with duty bearers, especially
governments, obligated to enable the realisation of
those rights. Disasters impact the lives of the poor
and vulnerable disproportionately, as the lives 
and livelihoods of poor people are very often 
tied to areas vulnerable to natural disasters. Rights-
based humanitarian interventions aim to address
the critical issues of protection and vulnerability
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United Nations Deputy Special Envoy Eric Schwartz visits newly built houses
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reduction in relation to the most disadvantaged individuals
and groups in disaster situations. 

NGO roles in implementing a rights-based approach may
include: monitoring the degree of attainment of rights 
by individuals affected by a disaster; advocating with
governments and other actors to meet their obligations to
rights holders; providing protection and services to rights
holders when other institutions are failing to meet their
obligations; providing training and awareness raising for
individuals and community-based organisations to enable
them to advocate on their own behalf with duty bearers;
and advocating with donors for recognition of rights issues
and appropriate levels of support for programs that respond
to the needs and demands of rights holders.

The challenge for NGOs is that these roles are difficult to
perform simultaneously, especially in the context of an

immense sudden onset disaster such as the tsunami.
When the imperative is saving lives, the natural tendency
is to plunge full bore into the emergency response. The
human rights and tsunami recovery component of the
initiative will examine the experience of NGOs in
responding to the disaster, and focus on practical lessons
that will suggest specific ways to operate in responding to
future emergencies.

Over the last two decades, NGOs have evolved beyond
recognition and now have the power to advance and
implement solutions to some of the world’s most pressing
challenges, from poverty, to disease, to governance. NGOs
can make progress because they can set agendas through
their advocacy, force governments and the public to
confront compelling issues, and act swiftly and flexibly. 
But to continue to succeed, NGOs must maintain the 
trust and respect of the public and of those they are 
seeking to influence. This initiative aims to set forth
recommendations, which will ensure that the tsunami
recovery programme becomes a model that offers greater
hope for the victims of future crises.
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Newly built houses in Meulaboh

©
O

SE
 P

ho
to

 2
00

6/
D

av
id

 S
in

gh

©
O

SE
 P

ho
to

 2
00

6/
D

av
id

 S
in

gh

© Reproduced with the kind permission of PSCA International Ltd 2006. 
www.publicservice.co.uk  Ref ID/EM3


