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“ 
“The organisations in Pakistan were first 
movers in an exciting space to create a 
new global public good of humanitarian 
action. Our reward will be better 
humanitarian action in Pakistan and 
experience from others around the world 
to  learn from.”
- SEAN LOWRIE, DIRECTOR 

START NETWORK
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Introduction

Executive summary
How can the humanitarian sector in Pakistan build 
more effective systems for humanitarian action? And 
how do we need to work together to achieve it? These 
were the questions we attempted to answer during 
Start Network’s ‘The Future of Humanitarian Action 
in Pakistan’ conference, held in July in Islamabad, 
with the support of ACTED and the Humanitarian 
Leadership Academy.

More than 130 participants from national and 
international civil society organisations, donors, UN 
agencies and government officials came together at 
this event to explore what an ideal future might look 
like and how we might reorient ourselves to get there.

The participants drew on their knowledge and 
experience to put forward ideas for what an ideal 
humanitarian future would look like. Out of those 
discussions emerged a vision for a humanitarian 
sector which in 10 years’ time, by 2027 has very 
different capabilities and operates on very different 
incentives, than the ones we see today.

Over the course of the conference, it became clear 
that an ideal future for humanitarian action in Pakistan 
is achievable, as NGOs, government, UN and donors 
signalled similar calls for action:

•	 Address the trust deficit between NGOs, 
government, UN and donors

•	 Recognise and empower local leadership 
supported by international organisations

•	 Adopt approaches that enable better learning, 
feedback and iteration so that we continue to 
provide value

•	 Invest in shared resources to prepare and 
collectively respond, rather than waiting for the 
next disaster

•	 Move towards more predictable and sustainable 
forms of humanitarian finance 

At the heart of this, there was a call to further develop a 
guiding vision so the humanitarian sector in Pakistan can 
reorient itself to get there. Without this vision, we will 
continually compete and stay stagnant in a system that is 
unable to cope or adequately assist the communities we 
seek to serve.  

Why look to the future
Human civilisation is in the midst of a fundamental 
transformation.  Global climate change, increasing 
population densities, resource management issues, 
systemic interdependence and geopolitical multi-
polarity among other things are combining to change 
the dimensions and dynamics of humanitarian crises. 
At the same time, progress in communications, science 
and technology are creating opportunities for human 
advancement that were unimaginable only a few years 
ago. The degree and speed of change is so great that the 
medium-term future – within 10 years – is uncertain. What 
is clear is that the humanitarian sector needs to change 
to be able to ensure that communities are protected by a 
resilient humanitarian system. 

Rather than dwell on the challenges of today, we need to 
look to the future to understand how we can collectively 
contribute to a vision of a more agile and flexible 
humanitarian system. This depoliticises our choices and 
ensures that the needs of crisis affected people at the 
forefront of the discussion.

Participants at the conference came as agents of 
change in Pakistan. Each participant was asked to come 
as a humanitarian and not a representative of their 
organisation or with a specific agenda in mind. This 
allowed for participants to come with the perspective 
that the future of humanitarian action is a collective 
endeavour, which we all can contribute to make more 
effective for crisis affected people. 

Photo: Start Network
Participants  at the Future of 

Humanitarian Action in Pakistan Conference
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Humanitarian action in Pakistan:        
the year 2027

Panel Discussion
The conference opened up with a panel discussion 
by five humanitarian leaders based in Pakistan to 
explore what the ideal future for humanitarian action 
in 2027. Each of them had a different perspective on 
the future - coming from a variety of backgrounds such 
as government, coordination, NGO and institutional 
donors.

All speakers stressed that working together effectively 
and efficiently is a priority to save lives in an uncertain 
future. Speakers outlined a future that looked like the 
following: 

•	 There is no gap between financing and need: the 
system of humanitarian financing is no longer 
dependent on public sympathies but predictable 
and rules based

•	 There is no division between development and 
humanitarianism, the system is able to adequately 
address and finance cross boundary protracted 
crises

•	 Actors participate in the system based on collective 
outcomes and joint analysis. Action is based on 
comparative advantages of government, private 
sector, UN and NGOs

•	 The system has a different economy  based on 
diverse funding resources– cash, community 
philanthropy, risk based finance (like insurance)

•	 Decision making is data driven and collaborative 

•	 Humanitarian action is centred on international 
humanitarian law 

•	 Local/national organisations have a pooled financing 
mechanisms and capacity to more effectively respond 
to all types of crises  

•	 The humanitarian system is more agile and inclusive 
– partnerships are equitable between local and 
international actors 

•	 International organisations are in a role to support local 
humanitarian action 

•	 Trust between government and NGOs through 
transparent knowledge sharing and decision making 

•	 Government has strong private sector partnerships and 
the ability to lead in innovation

•	 Private sector, NGOs, and government work to their 
comparative advantages

Through an online system called Sli.do, participants also 
contributed their thoughts on the year 2027. The results of 
these can be viewed here.

CONFERENCE SPEAKERS 

•	 Brig. Mukhtar Ahmad, Member 
Operations, NDMA (Chair)

•	 Ms. Heli Uusikyla, Head of UNOCHA 
Pakistan

•	 Ms. Johanna Reid, Head of DFID 
Pakistan

•	 Mr. Muhammad Amad, Head of 
National Humanitarian Network

•	 Ms. Karen Janjua, Senior Program 
Advisor, Community World Service 
Asia

•	 Azeema Cheema, Independent 
Consultant

•	 Richard Blane, Country 
Representative Welthungerhilfe

•	 Sarfraz Laldin, Country Director-
ACTED

•	 Jennifer Ankrom-Khan, Country 
Director, Action Against Hunger

•	 Fiza Naz Qureshi, Programme 
Manager, Indus Consortium (Chair)

Photo: Start Network
Azeema Cheema, 

IndependentConsultant

https://start-network.box.com/s/ze3gzv0x6tqlt50pzylgm0s5jxg3jxhv
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What capabilities are needed to     
achieve this future?
Participants recommended the following 
CAPABILITIES that were needed for the future to be 
realised. With over 70 suggestions, participants voted 
highest for the following:  

•	 Situation monitoring and effective early warning 
systems in place that trigger financial responses

•	 Locally managed and governed funding pool 
available for local actors

•	 Collaborative, transparent governance 
mechanism for collective responses, enabled by a 
digital platform

•	 National led response prioritising local needs with 
support roles of international partners

•	 Accountable and inclusive disaster management 
mechanisms

•	 Feedback mechanisms that enable us to learn, 
evolve and innovate

•	 Clear roles for international actors (INGOs/UN)

•	 Donors no longer make grants but co-invest in 
local level resilience

•	 Less bureaucratic/lighter coordination 
mechanism that enable equitable decision 
making

•	 Humanitarian action is inclusive, with clear 
markers for the inclusion of gender and other 
vulnerable groups 

•	 Collective surge rather than individual surge, led 
by local actions

Based on these capabilities, participants came up with 
the following INDICATORS OF SUCCESS for Pakistan 
humanitarian actors to collectively achieve: 

•	 Baseline developed to track speed of responses, with 
commitment for earlier and faster responses across 
actors by 30%. 

•	 80% of National Humanitarian Network (NHN) and 
Pakistan Humanitarian Forum (PHF) organisations with 
joint contingency plan with triggers for collaborative 
action 

•	 Humanitarian actors commit to an adaptive 
management approaches that put learning and 
feedback at the heart of their strategies/programming. 
Cross-agencies learning managers resourced. 

•	 30% humanitarian funding to local/national 
organisations through collective financing mechanism

•	 80% of identified vulnerable community members are 
participating meaningfully in the humanitarian project 
cycle

•	 80% of vulnerable districts are mapped jointly with 
local actors with disaggregated data for acting as a 
comprehensive baseline for accountable humanitarian 
action

•	 100% responsive feedback and redress mechanisms 
are established for improved humanitarian action

•	 National surge framework endorsed and 80% 
subscription rate between humanitarian actors (NHN, 
PHF, Pakistan Disaster Management Authority (PDMA), 
donors etc.)

•	 50% compliance to international standards (e.g. sphere 
standards, common humanitarian standards (CHS), 
international regulations etc.)

•	 A common humanitarian financing tracking system in 
place across actors (IATI, or equivalent). 

“ 
”The Start Network conference facilitated a frank dialogue among stakeholders on 
how to achieve localisation of humanitarian action in Pakistan. It urged us think to 
redefine our roles and redesign our structures to make  ourselves relevant, efficient 
and effective in any humanitarian situation.”
-  MR. MUHAMMAD AMAD, HEAD OF NATIONAL HUMANITARIAN NETWORK
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Innovating to be fit for purpose               
in the future
From the use of satellite imagery for crisis management 
to cash transfers, the humanitarian system has a proven 
ability to produce innovations. Yet, the reactive nature 
of the sector can leave practitioners feeling that there 
is a lack of resources to innovative consistently. A panel 
of civil society organisations sought to highlight that 
not only are there innovations to be capitalised on in 
Pakistan, but there are key lessons to ensure that the 
sector can innovate to be fit for the future. 

Highlights from the panel and participants for successful 
innovation in Pakistan:

•	 Create new partnerships and collaborate:  Investing 
in innovations needs significant resources. 
By collaborating and partnering with others, 
organisations can invest in innovations that they 
would not be able to do alone by sharing skills 
and resources. By utilising expertise outside of 
sector, either through private sector or academia, 
innovations are more likely to occur.

•	 Sharing and integrating evidence: Innovation may 
happen within agencies, but sharing and integrating 
evidence across actors is critical for innovations to 
scale. Organisations need to invest in platforms and 
partnerships to share best practice more widely.

•	 Creating a culture in order to innovation: Innovation 
is not just an output but it is also an activity – 
organisations need to learn to manage programmes 
that enable them to experiment, iterate, and learn.  
Yet, this requires a culture of learning and risk taking 
internally and externally. Without the culture to take 
risks, innovations are unlikely to be capitalised on. 

•	 Resourcing innovation: Financing for innovation can 
often be donor driven, but the sector should look 
for ways to create shared resources for innovations. 
Collective problem analysis and space to find 
innovations will be a critical resource for the future.

THE DROUGHT FINANCING FACILITY IN PAKISTAN

Despite advances in forecasting techniques, delay has become a ‘defining characteristic’ of 
food security response, with aid arriving only after a crisis escalates.

Research suggests that earlier response, such as protective cash transfers, livelihoods interventions, seed 
distribution etc. can protect communities and bolster their resilience at lower cost than traditional ‘late’ 
humanitarian response. However, even when a humanitarian crisis is unfolding, funds of sufficient quantity usually 
do not materialize until too late. 

Through partnerships in the insurance industry, the Start Network members are innovating to address this issue in 
Pakistan by piloting a drought financing facility. This project will enable responders to access rapid funds for early 
drought mitigation activities to protect communities at risk.

Underpinning the facility is a disaster risk financing approach, that involves scientific modelling of drought risks, 
focused scenario-based contingency planning and pre-positioned financing. Through this programme, we aim to 
shift humanitarian response away from its current reactionary ‘begging bowl’ model of voluntary contributions to 
an anticipatory one - enabling early, pre-planned and pre-financed interventions that save lives, livelihoods and 
costs. 

“What shows already that the DFF has tremendous potential and fills a need is that so many 
field staff and managers have been willing to voluntarily dedicate their time and energy to 
working on the prototype. Thus far it’s been a great example of inter-agency cooperation 
and collective innovation.” 

- RICHARD BLANE, COUNTRY REPRESENTATIVE, WELTHUNGERHILFE

Learn more at https://startnetwork.org/start-labs/drought-risk-financing

https://startnetwork.org/start-labs/drought-risk-financing
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The future role of the Network

Moving forward
This was the first of many conversations; but what it 
made clear was that an ideal future for humanitarian 
action in Pakistan is achievable. The conference 
provided a platform for the kind of forward-looking 
dialogue that can produce meaningful change. The 
energy of so many people coming together under a 
shared, audacious mission to transform the system for 
the better was certainly felt by all.

The day after the conference, member and national 
NGOs met again and developed a road map to realise 
this future. They imagined the potential of a Start 
hub in Pakistan to provide an independent voice for 
change. 

One participant envisioned “...a Start Network hub 
as a vibrant forum which will support humanitarian 
agencies to respond effectively through localised 
solutions, adopt innovations and support the 
localisation agenda.” While another saw Start’s 
potential to provide “a collaborative, equitable 
space for innovation and learning that leads to 
improvements in how all stakeholders anticipate and 
respond to disasters in Pakistan.”

The group recommended the formation of a 
“Realisation Team” over the coming months, which will 
bring actors together to practically explore the setup 
of a Start Network hub in the country.

Regular updates of the Start Network’s progress in 
Pakistan and globally will be available on our website: 
www.startnetwork.org

The Start Network’s vision
The Start Network is seeking to influence the sector 
to achieve a more resilient system for crisis affected 
people. We want to allow space for NGOs and 
other actors to create value, but not reinforce the 
inadequacies of the current system. An ecosystem 
of humanitarian organisations that is more inclusive, 
diverse and dispersed, will be more resilient than today’s 
system.  

The Start Network proposes a system in which 
funding will be dependable and predictable, based on 
humanitarian need. Responses will be defined by the 
recipients and early funding will reduce the impact of 
crises and the cost of response.  The values and key 
elements of the model supporting this vision include:

•	 A more predictable and dependable response to 
crises 

•	 Resources to respond to all levels of disasters 

•	 Sharing innovation and knowledge 

•	 Ensure donors have trust and confidence in risk 
management of resources    

No one single agency can bring about this change. 
But by aligning and collaborating at a global scale, 
NGOs and other organisations can make a significant 
contribution. In Pakistan, the Start Networks does not 
seek to be another coordination mechanism, but a space 
that enables actors to align around a common vision 
and utilise or develop network capabilities to enable 
more predictable and early response.

To learn more and participate, visit:                               
www.startnetwork.org/start-evolves

“ 
“The conference presented 
me with a rare and valuable 
opportunity to put aside my 
thoughts on today’s humanitarian 
action and look at how Trócaire, 
together with our humanitarian 
partners in the Start Network, can 
future proof a response which is 
agile, appropriate and empowering 
for crisis affected communities in 
Pakistan’.”
-  JOHN O’ BRIEN, COUNTRY 
DIRECTOR- PAKISTAN, TRÓCAIRE

Photo: Start Network
Jennifer Ankrom-Khan and 
Fiza Naz Qureshi

http://www.startnetwork.org
http://www.startnetwork.org/start-evolves
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Thank you

The Start Network, ACTED and the Humanitarian Leadership Academy decided to 
collaborate on this event because they are committed to more efficient and effective 
humanitarian action. They believe that the humanitarian sector should be there for the 
most vulnerable, and should continue striving to improve – to save lives and livelihoods. 
We would like to thank all those involved for their thought leadership; and for proving 
that a collaborative approach to humanitarianism is the future.

RESOURCES

More information on the next steps of Start Network and the creation of nationally owned hubs:

https://startnetwork.org/start-evolves

Learnings and tools that the Disasters & Emergencies Preparedness Programme has gathered:

https://disasterpreparedness.ngo/

Information about the Drought Financing Facility:

https://startnetwork.org/start-labs/drought-risk-financing

For updates and history of all Start Fund Alerts and allocations, visit the Start Fund portal:

https://startnetwork.org/start-fund/alerts

For all other information and resources on the Start Network, visit:

https://startnetwork.org/resources

Further information and resources from the supporter of this conference:

http://www.humanitarianleadershipacademy.org/

START NETWORK is made 
up of 42 national and 

international aid agencies from 
five continents. Our aim is to 

deliver effective aid, harnessing 
the power and knowledge of 
the network to make faster 
and better decisions to help 

people affected by crises. We 
are developing more effective 

ways to work together, and new 
approaches that will reduce the 

scale of human suffering.

ACTED endeavors to respond 
to humanitarian crises and build 

resilience; promote inclusive 
and sustainable growth; co-

construct effective governance 
and support the building of civil 
society worldwide by investing 
in people and their potential.

The HUMANITARIAN LEADERSHIP 
ACADEMY is a global learning 

initiative set up to facilitate 
partnerships and collaborative 
opportunities to enable people 
to prepare for and respond to 

disasters in their own countries.  

HLA launched the pilot phase of 
the Collaborative Approaches and 

Network (CAN) Fund. The objective 
of this fund is to invest in piloting 

innovative ways of increasing 
and sustaining collaborative 
incentives that enable crisis 

affected communities to respond 
to disasters themselves.

https://startnetwork.org/start-evolves
https://disasterpreparedness.ngo/
https://startnetwork.org/start-labs/drought-risk-financing
https://startnetwork.org/start-fund/alerts
https://startnetwork.org/resources
http://www.humanitarianleadershipacademy.org/
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“ 
“We as the humanitarian sector 
and as people employed within 
humanitarian agencies can’t be afraid 
to change. We need to set a vision 
for the future that we can all work 
towards localisation. However we 
need to change the current system to 
do this. That’s why conferences like 
this are so important - they give us 
space to imagine that future together 
and agree practical steps we need to 
take to get there.”
-  SHAHIDA ARIF, ASIA REGIONAL 
LEARNING ADVISER, ACTION AGAINST 
HUNGER PAKISTAN

View photos from the conference here: 

https://flic.kr/s/aHsm51V5x3

Follow us on Facebook and Twitter

https://flic.kr/s/aHsm51V5x3
https://www.facebook.com/startnetwork1/
https://twitter.com/startnetwork
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www.startnetwork.org


