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In 2004, the UN Emergency Relief Coordinator commissioned an independent Humanitar-
ian Response Review to assess the capacity and effectiveness of United Nations agen-
cies, nongovernmental organizations, and other actors within the global humanitarian 
system. The review identified major deficiencies in the collective effort and triggered an 
initiative launched in 2005 to reform the humanitarian system. Its main aim was to improve 
the predictability, timeliness, and effectiveness of response to humanitarian crises. It had 
three main components: leadership, chiefly through strengthening the position of Humani-
tarian Coordinator; coordination, through establishing the cluster approach; and financing, 
through establishing the Central Emergency Response Fund as a global contingency fund 
for sudden onset and neglected emergencies.

The past five years have seen incremental progress in each of these areas, and a sus-
tained commitment to these reforms by implementing agencies and donor governments. 
In 2010, however, significant problems in responding to large-scale emergencies in Haiti 
and Pakistan underscored the continuing difficulty in responding to crises in a timely, pre-
dictable and effective way. There is a sense throughout the humanitarian community that 
we can and must do better. InterAction, the alliance of U.S.-based international NGOs, 
has compiled recommendations on how to revitalize and realize the full potential of the 
humanitarian reform initiative.1

Leadership

Humanitarian reform requires leadership. Good leaders get agencies and their staffs work-
ing together for the common good; advocate with host governments, donors, and other 
actors; ensure adherence to humanitarian principles and standards; and reach out and 
ensure accountability to affected individuals and communities. The focus of the reform 
effort in the leadership area has been on clarifying duties and responsibilities of Humani-
tarian Coordinators (HCs) and increasing the quality of HC candidates. Terms of reference 
and compacts between the Humanitarian Coordinators (HCs) and the Emergency Relief 
Coordinator (ERC) have been revised. The Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian 
Affairs (OCHA) established the HC selection panel and the HC pool to improve the recruit-
ment process. The HC pool is supposed to place the top humanitarian talent from the UN 

1 This policy paper is the product of a consultative process with representatives of InterAction member agencies 
involved in humanitarian response. International Medical Corps, International Rescue Committee, Mercy Corps, 
and Refugees International prepared initial analytical papers on the three main components of humanitarian re-
form. InterAction would also like to acknowledge contributions from the International Council of Voluntary Agen-
cies and UNICEF; their paper on leadership and coordination for the February 2011 retreat of the Inter-Agency 
Standing Committee principals was the source of several of the specific recommendations in this paper.
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and NGO systems on a pre-cleared roster for appoint-
ment as either joint Resident Coordinator/Humanitarian 
Coordinators (RC/HCs) or as stand-alone HCs. Accepting 
the reality that many posts will involve dual responsi-
bilities, the Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian 
Affairs (OCHA) has been organizing dedicated training 
sessions for RCs on humanitarian issues and is instituting 
a mentoring program in which experienced RC/HCs will 
travel and give advice to individuals taking on the joint 
role for the first time.

The problem with making this a joint role, is the tendency 
for political and development priorities to trump humani-
tarian ones. This is further complicated at the organiza-
tional level, especially within integrated missions where 
the principles of neutrality and impartiality risk being 
overshadowed by political agendas. Little has been done 
in the context of the reform effort to address this issue.

In December 2010, the Inter-Agency Standing Committee 
(IASC) reviewed the experience with the HC pool, finding 
that 6 of 34 pool members had been selected for deploy-
ment in various roles by the Secretary-General. In early 
2011, a pool member whose core experience was with 
the Red Cross movement was appointed the RC/HC in 
Chad, the first time someone from outside the United Na-
tions was deployed successfully from the pool.

These developments represent incremental progress, 
but obstacles remain. To ensure that candidates with 
the requisite skills are available at short notice, the pool 
needs to be bigger, with more candidates pre-screened 
and matched to potential placements at any given time. 
Neither UN agencies nor the NGO community have fully 
committed to the pool, and the overall lack of candidates 
reflects that reality. The pool lacks diversity, with few 
women and/or individuals from the global South. Insuf-
ficient language fluency has also been an obstacle. The 
UN Development Programme has a decisive influence on 
the selection process, with a bias towards candidates with 
a UN development background for the dual posts. This 
makes it difficult even for candidates certified to be RCs 
to be recommended to the Secretary-General if their core 
experience is humanitarian or outside the UN system. 

The structure through which the Humanitarian Coordina-
tor is expected to exercise leadership is the Humanitarian 
Country Team (HCT). The HCTs, with representatives from 
the entire humanitarian community, including international 
and local NGOs, as well as UN agencies, are supposed to 
ensure overall coordination of the relief effort to achieve 
unified impact and improvements in the lives of affected 
people.

NGO participation in the HCTs has been spotty. There 
have been problems for international NGOs to access the 
structure, while local NGO participation is rare or inhib-
ited. NGOs themselves can hinder wider coordination by 
representing their own individual agency interests rather 
than the broader NGO community. Furthermore, mean-
ingful engagement with and accountability to affected 
people have not been HCT priorities. In general, commit-
ment to a common endeavor and mutual accountability 
for collective results have not often been priorities for the 
individual agency representatives on the HCTs. This pres-
ents a significant obstacle even to the best Humanitarian 
Coordinators.

Leadership recommendations:
• The UN Secretary-General should appoint qualified 

Humanitarian Coordinators, with a stand-alone HC 
appointed in complex and/or protracted emergencies. 
If a combined RC/HC appointment is deemed ap-
propriate, then the Emergency Relief Coordinator and 
the UNDG Chair/UNDP should provide a joint recom-
mendation to the Secretary-General. Under combined 
RC/HC posts, the ERC should consider appointing a 
Deputy HC to ensure an appropriate level of engage-
ment and leadership on humanitarian issues.

• UN agencies and NGOs should support the HC panel 
and pool process by encouraging their own top-per-
forming individuals to apply, highlighting those with 
diverse experience. Donors should consider providing 
financial support for individual training and associated 
staffing costs if funds from the sponsoring organiza-
tion are lacking.

• Donor governments and operational agencies should 
affirm their commitment to the Humanitarian Country 
Team as the primary locus of strategic planning and 
decision making for the international humanitarian 
response.

• NGOs should ensure strong representation of the inter-
national and national NGO community in the HCTs, with 
participating agencies committed to representing the 
interests and perspectives of the broader community.

• The HCT should establish systems to ensure ac-
countability to affected people, including their involve-
ment in program design, monitoring, and evaluation.

• The Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Af-
fairs (OCHA) should strengthen its core functions in 
support of the HC and the HCT, including supervising 
the HCs, overseeing the HC panel and pool process, 
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analyzing response gaps, managing information, and 
ensuring inter-cluster coordination.

Coordination

The fundamental reform in the area of coordination has 
been the cluster approach, implemented for the first time 
in 2006. This gives leadership to individual agencies, 
either alone or in partnership with a co-lead, for particular 
emergency response sectors or areas of activity. These 
sectors originally included technical areas (nutrition, 
health, water/sanitation, and emergency shelter); 
cross-cutting areas (camp coordination/management, 
protection, and early recovery); and common service 
areas (logistics and emergency telecommunications). 
In recent years, food security and education have been 
added as technical areas. The cluster approach aimed 
to improve upon previous sector-based coordination 
systems by clearly designating lead organizations for 
each area; creating a global coordination forum; and 
mandating the lead organizations to act as “providers of 
last resort” in their area of responsibility.

As of January 2011, the cluster approach had been 
activated in 41 countries. Cluster lead agencies convene 
cluster partners at the global level to develop surge 
capacities, stocks, technical guidance, training, and 
operational support. In emergencies where the cluster 
approach has been implemented, a lead organization 
(often, but not necessarily the same as the global lead 
organization) is designated, and is responsible for 
putting coordination structures in place at the national 
and, in many cases, at the sub-national level. Clusters 
usually meet on a regular basis to share information 
and provide mutual feedback among members, create 
cluster strategies and work plans, and contribute to the 
preparation of major funding appeals, such as the Flash 
Appeals and Common Appeals Process (CAP). 

The cluster approach has been the most visible and 
evaluated aspect of the humanitarian reform process. 
The Phase II evaluation, conducted between July 2009 
and April 2010, found both positive and negative aspects. 
Notably, on the positive side, were improvements in the 
coverage of certain thematic areas, including nutrition 
and water/sanitation. The evaluation also noted better 
identification of gaps and duplications in assistance, 
resulting in more efficient use of resources. In terms of 
weaknesses, the most significant is poor management 
and facilitation resulting in a tendency for the clusters to 
be more process- than action-oriented. Clusters largely 
exclude national and local actors and often fail to build on 

and support existing coordination structures. Inter-cluster 
coordination is ineffective in most cases and there is little 
integration of cross-cutting issues.

From the NGO perspective, the clusters have provided 
a more structured opportunity to engage in a strategic 
manner in the humanitarian response framework and to 
be part of the planning. While the involvement of national 
and local NGOs remains a significant gap, international 
NGOs have played a role in the development of policy 
guidance and strategic planning and, increasingly, serve 
as cluster coordinators and leads. NGOs also appreciate 
that there is a predictable, readily identifiable and 
reliable locus for coordination and strategy in emergency 
situations as a result of the cluster system.

In terms of shortcomings, NGOs have observed that 
in many cases, particularly in cases of large-scale 
emergencies with multiple humanitarian actors, clusters 
have become forums for information-sharing rather than a 
mechanism to identify gaps, set priorities and strategically 
plan a response. An emerging challenge for the system 
is to develop models for the clusters that enable them to 
be more effective in large-scale emergencies. Much of the 
information-sharing function could be done electronically, 
for example, reserving face-to-face meetings for more 
strategic discussions. Additionally, cluster lead agencies 
often are inconsistent in deploying senior and experienced 
staff to lead clusters in an emergency. At times, it appears 
that the cluster leads assign their most experienced staff 
to direct their own agency’s response and delegate cluster 
responsibilities to more junior staff members. The lack 
of consistency in structure creates potential conflicts of 
interest and trust, related to transparency in funding as well 
as ensuring that the agency’s own response is part of the 
cluster strategy rather than its driver. Cluster coordination 
also suffers from rapid turnover during the emergency.

UN agencies and NGOs alike find it challenging to 
commit fully to their responsibilities within the framework 
of the cluster system, given the demands on staff time 
and the financial challenges of being a predictable 
partner within a system-wide response. While funding 
shortfalls often preclude fulfilling the goal of being 
literal “provider of last resort” in the face of immense 
needs in a given area of responsibility, the obligation of 
highlighting gaps and seeking ways for them to be filled 
is essential to the integrity and impact of the coordination 
component of humanitarian reform.

Coordination recommendations:
• Clusters should focus on their core functions: early 

planning, identifying gaps and mobilizing actors to fill 
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them, agreeing on overall strategy and priorities, and 
advocating for sufficient resources through a variety 
of funding mechanisms. 

• For chronic emergencies, UN agencies should budget 
for cluster coordination out of their core funds, as 
agreed between donors and cluster lead agencies.

• Deployment of trained cluster coordinators for an 
adequate timeframe to ensure leadership and follow-
through—ideally senior experienced people who have 
trained together—within 48 hours of a sudden onset 
emergency is essential, and UN agencies and NGOs 
need to identify dedicated staff for this purpose. 

• For sudden onset and large-scale emergencies 
attracting a substantial number of individual agen-
cies, clusters should develop special procedures for 
managing participation, including establishing clear 
partnership criteria, identifying task teams on specific 
issues, and creating a strategic advisory group based 
on operational capacity.

• Stronger global leadership and guidance on incor-
porating cross-cutting issues is needed, as is the 
strengthening of inter-cluster coordination through 
developing common approaches, matrices and cross-
referencing standards. 

• Coordination approaches need to be flexible to the 
capacity and needs of the overall cluster, especially 
with regard to information management. 

• Complementing existing national coordination sys-
tems, clusters should develop clear plans for handing 
over their responsibilities to host governments and 
national civil society based on criteria established at 
the outset of the emergency. 

• NGOs should increase their involvement in the cluster 
system at both the global and country level, and inte-
grate the cluster approach through their own response 
procedures to ensure active and knowledgeable par-
ticipation. Donor governments should allocate funds to 
ensure sufficient NGO capacity to provide predictable 
cluster leadership and to actively participate in a clus-
ter response, particularly in the role of co-leadership.

Financing

The financing component of humanitarian reform 
intended to solve two funding problems in the 

humanitarian response system: the lack of readily 
available funds to commit at the outset of major 
emergencies and to respond to neglected crises.

The core means of addressing these problems has been 
the Central Emergency Response Fund (CERF), a global 
stand-by fund established by the United Nations and 
managed by a secretariat based in New York. The CERF, 
with a target of $500 million, uses its funds to jump-
start action in sudden onset emergencies and respond 
to needs in countries neglected through the normal 
allocation of donor government, UN, and NGO resources.

At the country level, additional funding structures have 
emerged that are now considered an integral part of 
the financing component of reform. Pooled funds seek 
to channel cash from multiple donors into a single 
mechanism to provide sufficient, flexible, and readily 
available resources to meet critical humanitarian needs 
under the overall management of the Humanitarian 
Coordinator. Common Humanitarian Funds generally 
include an advisory board of UN agencies and in some 
cases, such as in Somalia and Ethiopia, NGOs as well. 
Emergency Response Funds, managed directly by 
OCHA, are another pooled fund used in some countries 
by UN agencies and NGOs to cover unforeseen 
humanitarian needs.

The cluster system, a companion pillar to financing 
within humanitarian reform, is having an impact on donor 
funding approaches. Donors are increasingly seeking 
to route funds through cluster lead agencies instead of 
providing direct bilateral assistance to particular projects. 
This has led to significant delays in response, as well as 
threatening to shift the incentive for cluster participation 
from improving coordination to obtaining funds. Turning 
the clusters into markets in which agencies compete 
for resources is not conducive to creating a healthy 
environment for collaboration.

CERF is currently undergoing a comprehensive external 
evaluation, with the results due in the third quarter of 
2011. The British government aid agency, DFID, just 
completed an assessment of CERF performance as 
part of their Multilateral Aid Review. While the findings 
may reflect a slight bias in that DFID was a prime mover 
of the CERF concept at the time of its establishment, 
the evaluation gives the CERF high marks for meeting 
humanitarian objectives in fragile states, while improving 
on the responsiveness and timeliness of the overall 
response. The assessment notes, however, that CERF 
funds do not go directly to NGOs, resulting in delays in 
UN agencies reaching onward funding agreements with 
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NGO partners. The DFID review team also questions the 
3% management charge leveled by the UN for managing 
the CERF, arguing that it considerably exceeds the actual 
costs incurred.

While recognizing the benefits that the CERF provides, 
NGOs, especially those used to operating with direct 
support from bilateral donors in emergency situations, 
are concerned with problems posed by the trend towards 
donors using it and pooled funds managed by the United 
Nations. Pooled fund procedures are cumbersome 
and the slow pace of disbursements is a common 
problem. There is also a concern that the concentration 
of resources in pooled funding mechanisms reduces 
diversity and therefore innovation in humanitarian 
responses.

NGOs confront numerous challenges in partnering with 
UN agencies, and these are becoming more acute as the 
funding balance shifts in the direction of UN-managed 
structures. Common issues include long delays between 
project start-up and fund disbursement; inadequate 
overhead support; onerous administrative requirements; 
imposition of unrealistic salary caps; and lack of realistic 
support to field administration and logistics costs.

A noticeable gap in the assessments of the pooled funds 
is the failure to focus on their impact on the delivery of 
assistance at the local level. Analyzing the impact of 
pooled funding on filling gaps and responding to needs in 
a timely matter is ignored in favor of assessing the extent 
to which donor aid agendas have been carried out.

In 2009, the IASC chartered a working group on 
humanitarian financing to begin to grapple with some 
of these challenges and to provide improved oversight 
of UN common financing mechanisms. It has made 
some progress towards streamlining administrative 
management procedures for pooled funds, and has taken 
initial steps to review the transaction costs associated 
with these funds. However, the process has been heavily 
oriented towards UN priorities rather than the NGO 
concerns listed above.

Finance recommendations:
• Recognizing the value of multiple funding sources 

to innovation and gap-filling, donors should main-
tain substantial bilateral aid portfolios and resist the 
temptation to rely exclusively on pooled funding 
mechanisms and the cluster system to reduce their 
own transaction costs.

• OCHA should lead a process involving consultation 

with NGOs and donor governments to ensure that UN 
agencies standardize their humanitarian funding pro-
cedures, which should mirror the structure and flex-
ibility of major bilateral emergency response donors.

• Pending the results of the CERF evaluation, the U.S. 
government should increase its annual contribution, 
aiming to reach $50 million in annual contributions by 
FY14.

• OCHA should track and report annually on the overall 
performance of the various pooled funds, including 
amounts received and disbursed, fund recipients 
by country and organization, associated transaction 
costs, and the speed of disbursements.

• While clusters should advocate for funding in re-
sponse to an agreed strategy, clusters themselves 
should not become the distributor of these funds.

• Future evaluations of humanitarian financing reforms 
should review their impact on delivery of assistance 
to vulnerable people.

Conclusion

Humanitarian action has become a massive enterprise, 
with total expenditures reaching $15.5 billion in 2010. 
But the impact is significantly less than this amount and 
the involvement of thousands of dedicated relief workers 
of all nationalities would suggest. Profound changes 
are needed to realize the full potential of humanitarian 
action. The recommendations in this paper are wide-
ranging, but fundamentally what is required is leadership 
by qualified professionals who are chosen transparently 
and committed to achieving collective results; in-
country coordination structures managed by staff tasked 
with the core functions of collective analysis, strategy 
development, and mobilization of actors and resources to 
respond to needs; and flexible funding streams to enable 
quick response to needs based on vulnerability. This 
is an achievable agenda. InterAction and its members 
are committed to devoting our collective energies to 
the challenge of revitalizing humanitarian reform in the 
months and years ahead.



    


