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Summary of key findings and recommendations  
 
Overall views on the proposed model  
 
 All stakeholders expressed interest in and support for certification in general, though exposure to and 

awareness of many of the on-going debates around standards, quality and accountability and certification 
in the sector is generally low. 

 Most NGOs and UN agencies consulted considered the purpose and proposed core requirements of the 
model as relevant and useful. 

 Many considered that it would be of benefit to NGOs by providing assurances to the government and 
donors that an organisation is professional, transparent and trustworthy.  

 However, most organisations also stressed the need for donors and UN agencies to endorse the model and 
support implementation by organisations. 

 Most organisations also saw the model as a means to promote more professional and consistent actions in 
line with good practices, and as a means to build trust and confidence in an organisation. 

 All stakeholders recommended that the model should be applicable to organisations working in both 
community-based humanitarian and development programmes to make it more accessible to a greater 
number of NGOs. 

 

 
Alignment with DICAC’s current practices 
 
 The implications of the draft model on the Ethiopian Orthodox Church’s Development and Inter Church Aid 

Commission’s (EOC-DICAC) was the main focus of the field research. 
 DICAC’s management considered the draft model highly relevant as a means to promote better quality and 

more accountable programmes. 
 The research team’s review of DICAC’s policies, procedures and practices showed that its internal quality 

assurance and accountability processes are closely aligned to the proposed model, and that the 
organisation would likely be able to meet the most of the proposed requirements for certification.  

 This implies that the model may be relevant and applicable to other similarly sized organisation in Ethiopia 
and elsewhere. 

 

 
Alignment with the government’s NGO policy framework  
 
 Government representatives expressed interest in the model, and considered it as complementary to their 

existing processes.  
 The government’s current legal requirements for NGOs engaged in humanitarian and development work 

were compared to the model’s core requirement, and there is a high degree of alignment. 
 However, there are some areas where the government’s restrictions on NGO’s project finances and on 

engaging in advocacy and human rights issues may run counter to many organisations commitments to 
apply principled and rights-based approaches in their programmes. 

 This is an area of on-going discussions between NGOs and the government, but the model should consider 
how to reconcile situations where NGOs cannot fully meet the proposed criteria due to factors beyond 
their control.  

 
Feasibility of the model 
 
 The research findings suggest that the basic approach and core requirements of the model are relevant 

and implementation of the model is feasible in Ethiopia. 
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 The social audit methodology used to carry out the case study is a cost-effective approach that could be 
adopted for the assessment process. 

 However, the model will need to define in more detail the specific indicators used for assessment, and 
ensure these are aligned to the final version of the Core Humanitarian Standard. 

 Costing of the model in Ethiopia will need to be affordable to organisations like DICAC or seek donor 
funding to cover the associated costs. 

 

 

Recommendations 
1. The project should carefully consider the challenges for the model that have been identified through the 

research process, and integrate the inputs from stakeholders on the core requirements into the next 
version of the model. In particular, the model should clarify how the assessment process will consider 
contextual issues that might affect an organisation’s ability to fully meeting the core requirements. 

 
2. Specifically, the project should consider expanding the focus of the model to include organisations 

engaged in humanitarian and/or development work so that the model is accessible to a wider number of 
organisations that work at the community level to reduce vulnerability and build resilience and capacities.  

 
3. The project should follow-up on the interest and engagement shown by all stakeholders in Ethiopia. One 

suggestion is to encourage DICAC, the ACT Alliance and the CCRDA to facilitate additional stakeholder 
consultations on the draft model, giving them an opportunity to shape the next version so that it meets 
their needs and expectations.   

 
4. Similarly, the project should continue to engage with the government, UN agencies and donors in order to 

understand their expectations around certification and ensure there is ownership and buy-in of the final 
recommendations emerging from the project.  

 
5. The project should specifically share the detailed findings of the draft core requirements and indicators 

with the CHS process so that stakeholder’s views are considered in the subsequent drafts of the standard. 
 
6. The challenges and risks identified through the field research process should be included as specific areas 

for follow up in the next set of case studies.  In particular, the next case studies should include a focus on 
the role of governments, donors and UN agencies and the potential for alignment with existing processes 
to promote accountability, quality and effectiveness in aid efforts. 
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1.  Introduction 
How can certification of humanitarian organisations contribute to greater effectiveness and accountability in 
humanitarian actions? Over the past 18 months, the Certification Review Project, sponsored by the SCHR, has 
been researching what a successful, sustainable certification model might look like and how to achieve it. The 
project aims to explore the relevance and feasibility of a widely-endorsed certification system for humanitarian 
non-governmental organisations (NGOs) aimed at improving quality, effectiveness and accountability of 
humanitarian actions; identify the conditions that would make certification sustainable and successful; and 
gain recognition by donors, governments and UN agencies, and alignment of their different requirements to 
any proposed model. For more information on the project, please see: www.schr.info/certification. 
 
The project developed a draft proposal for a certification model as the basis for further discussion with 
stakeholders. In late February 2014, the project undertook the first of a series of country-based case studies to 
understand the practical implications of the proposed model for the Ethiopian NGO, Development and Inter-
Church Aid Commission (DICAC), linked to the Ethiopian Orthodox Church.

1
 The purpose of the field research 

was to generate more detailed analysis of the usefulness and relevance of the proposed model from the 
perspective of DICAC and other stakeholders in the county, including other NGOs, government authorities and 
UN agencies.  The research team was comprised of Philip Tamminga, SCHR Certification Review Project 
Coordinator, and Richard Evans, an independent consultant and expert in conducting social audits and member 
of the project’s Technical Advisory Group. Field research was carried out during the 17 to 26 February, 2014. 

2. Structure of the report 

This report sets out the findings from the field research, and offers some initial recommendations on how the 
proposed model could be improved in order to meet the needs and expectations of other stakeholders working 
in the context of Ethiopia. The report is organised around the structure of the proposed draft certification 
model (version 2.0) in order to facilitate comparison with the content of the model (the model is available at: 
www.schr.info/certification).   
 
The background to the field research process and an overview of the objectives, methodology and limitations 
are set out Section 3. This is followed by brief overview of the humanitarian situation in Ethiopia, coordination 
mechanisms, and current experiences with certification processes in Section 4. 
 
Section 5 provides an analysis of the alignment of the proposed core requirements and indicators of the draft 
certification model against EOC-DICAC’s current policies and practices against an example of how the model 
could work for a national NGO. It also includes DICAC’s views on the relevance and usefulness of the model.  
 
Section 6 then reviews the alignment of the model against the Government of Ethiopia’s legislative framework 
to register, supervise and coordinate NGOs as an example of how the model might complement existing 
process. It includes initial perspectives on the relevance of the model based on interviews with government 
officials. 
 
Section7 summarises the feedback on the model collected from other stakeholders on the relevance and 
usefulness of the model.  
 
Section 8 discusses the feasibility of the model based on the research findings, along with an initial analysis of 
the potential costs for organisations to participate in an assessment process. 
 
Section 9 sets out the conclusions and recommendations from the field research. 

                                                           
1
 For more on EOC- DICAC see http://www.eotcdicac.org/: http://www.eotcdicac.org/ 

http://www.eotcdicac.org/


 6 

3. Background to the field research 
This Ethiopia pilot case study is the first of four case studies in different crisis contexts designed to test and 
validate some of the main characteristics of the proposed certification model. Other countries include Pakistan, 
the Philippines and Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC). The countries were selected to ensure that the 
relevance, usefulness and feasibility of the model can be assessed in a mix of different crisis types and 
responses. It was also assessed for potential alignment against national level legislation or other certification-
like systems for NGOs.  Participating organisations were selected to ensure a balance between international 
and national NGOs, currently certified (under HAP or a national level certification system, for example) and 
non- certified, members of wider networks, and SCHR members. (The field research terms of reference are in 
Annex 1).  
 
In Ethiopia, the organisation DICAC, a member of the ACT Alliance, volunteered to participate as part of the 
case study. DICAC was established by the Ethiopian Orthodox Church in 1972 initially to coordinate its 
emergency relief work in response to serious famines in the country and to respond to the refugee crises 
resulting from neighbouring African independence movements. DICAC has since expanded its work to include 
community development projects, food security, livelihoods, income generation, water and sanitation, health, 
HIV/AIDS, education, climate change adaptation and land-use management, amongst others. However, the 
bulk of its programming and funding is with refugee programmes run in collaboration with the Government of 
Ethiopia and UNHCR. (An organisational profile is available in Annex 2). 
 

Objectives of the Ethiopia Field Visit  
The purpose of the Ethiopia field research was to test the relevance, usefulness and feasibility of the draft 
certification model’s proposed vision, purpose, and core requirements by reviewing the model against DICAC’s 
current programming policies, systems and practices. The research also collected the views and perspectives of 
government representatives, NGOs and other key stakeholders, including affected people, on the model and its 
potential contribution to improve aid quality, effectiveness and accountability of aid in Ethiopia.  
 
The case studies findings increase our understanding of how participating organisations apply, measure and 
promote humanitarian principles, quality and accountability in their humanitarian work, to contribute to 
determining how relevant and appropriate certification might be in support of those efforts.  
 
Each case study will inform subsequent case studies in terms of improving the methodology and addressing 
gaps and opportunities that are identified through the research process.  The overall results from the case 
studies will be used to substantiate recommendations on whether certification is relevant and feasible, and if 
so findings will shape the next versions of the draft certification model.  
 

Methodology  
The case study approach included document reviews, key informant interviews, focus groups and direct 
observation. The main focus of the research was to review DICAC’s current understanding and practices around 
the three main pillars of the proposed model: humanitarian principles, accountability and quality and 
effectiveness, compare the alignment of these practices to the main elements of the draft certification model, 
and then verify the information through document reviews, direct observations from field visits to project sites 
and interviews with affected people and other key organisational partners.   
 
The objectives also included generating inputs and perspectives on the usefulness and relevance of the 
proposed model from various stakeholders, including government, UN agencies, and national and international 
NGOs, and NGO umbrella, coordination or certification bodies.  Particular emphasis was given on assessing the 
draft model against the Government of Ethiopia’s current framework to regulate NGOs engaged in 
humanitarian work. 
 
A total of 19 representatives (17 men and 2 women) from DICAC senior management and field-based project 
staff were interviewed.  The research team visited 7 different communities participating in a Disaster Risk 
Reduction project managed by DICAC.  The team was able to observe project practices and outputs, interview 
project staff and representatives from participating communities.  Representatives from three Federal 
Government ministries were interviewed in Addis Ababa: the Charities and Societies Agency (CSA) responsible 



 7 

for registering and monitoring all NGOs in Ethiopia; the Ministry of Health and the Ministry of Agriculture’s 
Disaster Risk Management and Food Security Sector (DRMFSS). Representative from the Ministry of Agriculture 
(including DRMFSS) and Ministry of Water and Mineral Resources were also interviewed at the district and 
woreda level as part of the field visits.  The research team met representatives of the 11 ACT Alliance members 
present in Ethiopia, several SCHR member organisations and other INGOs, and the national NGO umbrella 
organisation, the Consortium of Christian Relief and Development Associations, CCRDA (which despite its name 
is open to all NGOs).  UN Agencies interviewed included WFP, UNHCR, UNICEF and UN OCHA. (A full list of 
interviews and meetings is in Annex 3). 
 

Limitations 
There were several limitations to the field research process. First, time and language constraints meant that 
the team was unable to hold in-depth focus group discussions with affected communities on their views on the 
potential value of external verification and certification or the content of the model. However, the team was 
able to visit DICAC project sites and speak to community members about their relationship with DICAC and 
their satisfaction with the quality of programmes. This was useful as a means to crosscheck and validate the 
information provided by DICAC on their programmes. 

 
Second, the team was unable to arrange meetings with OECD/DAC or government donor representatives in the 
country, meaning that an important stakeholder group’s views are not represented in the findings. NGO 
funding partners of DICAC were interviewed however. This is an important gap, as the majority stakeholders 
interviewed highlighted that donors have a role and responsibility in ensuring the successful implementation of 
any model.   

 
Third, the research team was unable to fully test and validate indicators that could be used to externally verify 
and/or certify if an organisation meets the proposed core requirements of the model. This is in part because 
the Core Humanitarian Standard (CHS) process is currently to define minimum core standards and assessment 
criteria, and testing draft indicators would have been premature (the intention of the project is to integrate any 
agreed standards into the final model). Instead, the research team focused attention on the relevance and or 
“measurability” of the proposed core requirements, documenting and verifying evidence of how they are put 
into practice.  

 
Fourth, the field research team was unable to carry out a full financial cost implications of implementing the 
proposed model in Ethiopia, in part due to a lack of definition on the proposed governance and management 
structure of the model (this work is pending), as well as the lack of access to comparable financial data from 
different NGOs on their current expenditures on monitoring, evaluation, accountability or learning. 
Nevertheless, the team was able to generate some useful analysis of the time and resources needed to carry 
out a social audit assessment process with an organisation like DICAC.  
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4. The humanitarian context in Ethiopia 
Ethiopia continues to face multiple crisis situations, including chronic food insecurity and malnutrition, drought 
and erratic rain patterns, and health emergencies such as recent cholera and yellow fever outbreaks. The 
country has a high incidence of HIV/AIDS and poverty accentuates humanitarian needs. According to the 
Humanitarian Requirements 2014 document (the equivalent of an appeal) prepared by the Government of 
Ethiopia and its humanitarian partners, an estimated 2.7 million people require emergency food assistance, as 
well as support for WASH (water, sanitation and hygiene), livelihoods, and other activities.

 2
 The situation is 

compounded by a long-term refugee caseload of up to 500,000 people from neighbouring countries, with 
significant new refugees arriving to the Gambella region at the time of the field research as a result of the 
conflict in South Sudan.

3
  

 
The country is also subject to sporadic internal conflicts and spill over effects from armed conflicts in 
neighbouring countries. The Ethiopian armed forces, for example, have regularly carried out military operations 
in Somalia.  However, the research team did not have access to more detailed reports or analysis on the scale 
and effects of conflict, and this was an issue that was not spontaneously mentioned by stakeholders 
interviewed. . Nevertheless, the issue merits more research, particularly the implications for respected for 
humanitarian principles and humanitarian space.  
 
Despite the scale of needs, appeal coverage and funding is consistently low, with higher-profile emergencies in 
neighbouring countries like Somalia and South Sudan, and the Syria crisis capturing more attention and 
resources.  Donor policies, which place more emphasis on funding emergency relief activities than longer-term 
livelihoods and resilience programmes, also condition funding.   
 

Coordination mechanisms 
The Government of Ethiopia actively plays a lead role in coordinating all humanitarian activities. All NGOs are 
subject to registration under the government’s Charities and Societies Agency (CSA), which has overall 
oversight of NGOs. The government has established a Multi-Agency Coordination group, which is responsible 
for overall coordination amongst different actors in a crisis response, while several sector taskforces (similar to 
the cluster system) provide overall coordination and technical inputs to government agencies, UN and NGO 

partners and donors engaged in specific thematic areas.  At the technical level, the Administration for 
Refugee Returnee Affairs (ARRA) is the main agency involved in coordination of humanitarian responses, 

while other ministries such as Agriculture’s Disaster Risk Management Food Security Sector (DRMFSS) provide 
specific technical inputs on programmes. International technical standards (such as those developed through 
the UN, clusters or the Sphere Project) are referenced, though in most cases the government’s own technical 
standards take precedence, or standards are adapted to meet the local context, available resources or other 
constraints. 
 
The government also takes a strong lead role in assessing needs and determining aid priorities, in consultation 
with its partners. This sometimes leads to differences of opinion on the extent of needs. According to several 
UN and NGO agencies interviewed, the government is at times sensitive about calling a situation a 
“humanitarian” crisis and acknowledging the extent of needs. The government’s argument is that since funding 
is always less than required, it must prioritise activities where it believes it is most useful.  While this is not 
strictly in line with the humanitarian principles of independence and impartiality, for most of the stakeholders 
interviewed, this was a minor issue that was resolved through a negotiation process before agreeing on final 
requirements, and by many accounts, relations have improved considerably compared to several years earlier.

4
   

Most assessments are in any case followed-up by more detailed assessments by organisations at the project 
level. 
 
In addition to government-led coordination mechanisms, most humanitarian and development actors 
participate in several other coordination mechanisms, ranging from specific thematic working groups (such as 

                                                           
2
 http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/Final%202014%20HRD.pdf 

3
 http://www.acaps.org/resourcescats/downloader/briefing_note_gambella_population_displacement_mar_2014/214 

4
 See DARA’s HRI report on Ethiopia for example http://daraint.org/humanitarian-response-index/humanitarian-response-

index-2009/response-to-crises/ethiopia/# 
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refugee issues) or other fora.  ACT Alliance members, for example, regularly meet through the ACT Ethiopia 
Forum to discuss operational and policy issues and coordinate responses.  Many international NGOs, including 
SCHR members, participate in the Humanitarian International NGO group, HINGO, a grouping of INGOs 
engaged in humanitarian issues.   At the national level, the CCDRA brings together over 300 NGOs to regularly 
discuss the policy environment, operational and programming issues, sharing of good practices, and is a key 
interlocutor with the government on NGO issues.

 5
  

 

Current experiences around certification 
There is a great deal of interest in certification by NGOs in Ethiopia. This appears mainly due to the specific 
context that NGOs work in, with a strong regulatory framework governing their work, and a sense that 
certification could facilitate efforts to improve accountability and performance.  Despite the interest in 
certification, many of the organisations interviewed had limited awareness of the current debates at the 
international level around standards harmonisation and certification, including the Certification Review Project 
and the Core Humanitarian Standard process. This was particularly true of national NGOs and government 
authorities at the federal and local level, perhaps due to limited access to information and staff resources to 
follow these processes compared to international NGOs and UN agencies. This underlines the challenge of 
incorporating local and national needs and expectations into the model’s design, and the project will need to 
continue the engagement with stakeholders beyond the case study to ensure that they continue to engage 
with the project’s findings and recommendations and that we manage expectations.  
 
There are currently no national Ethiopian NGO members of HAP.  However, CAFOD and several ACT Alliance 
members (LWF, Christian Aid, DCA, etc.) present in Ethiopia are HAP (and in some cases People In Aid) certified, 
and have been promoting greater awareness of accountability issues and certification in general.  The ACT 
Ethiopia Forum, for example, provided inputs on the first draft of the certification model, and was part of the 
impetus behind DICAC’s interest in participating and hosting the field research.  DICAC staff have participated 
in HAP training in Nairobi, and recently established an internal committee to review policies and align them 
more closely to HAP benchmarks.   
 
As an umbrella organisation, the CCRDA has been leading debates within its own membership of over 340 
NGOs on standards and accountability issues. It recently developed a national Code of Conduct for charities 
that draws upon existing international standards such as the HAP benchmarks, People in Aid principles, the 
Sphere Project, Australia’s NGO certification scheme (ACFID) and others.  One of the interesting features of the 
new Code of Conduct is CCRDA’s plan to establish an independent monitoring and compliance body, eventually 
leading to an NGO certification system.  The CCRDA has also generated funding from its institutional donors 
(notably EU, SIDA and others) for civil society strengthening, and provided seed money to DICAC to support its 
accountability policy review. 
 

5. Alignment with DICAC’s current practices 
The model’s proposed assessment framework seeks to establish the core requirements that describe a 
principled, accountable and effective organisation, organised into three pillars.  The proposed core 
requirements are grounded in existing commitments, standards and good practices adopted by the 
humanitarian community, including the current draft version of the Core Humanitarian Standard. The proposed 
model would certify organisations based on a process of external verification and evidence of how these core 
requirements are being applied in practice.   
 
  

                                                           
5 http://www.crdaethiopia.org/aboutCRDA.php 
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Table 1: Proposed Pillars and core requirements 
 

Pillar One: Principled humanitarian action 
Commitments to humanitarian principles are clearly defined in policies, communicated to stakeholders, demonstrated by 
staff and applied in programmes. 

Core Requirements Possible Indicators 

1.1 The organisation makes a public commitment 
to the principles of humanity, neutrality, 
impartiality and independence and communicates 
this regularly to its stakeholders (including 
affected people and staff). 

 Evidence that humanitarian principles are reflected in key 
organisational documents. 

 Evidence that staff are able to define humanitarian principles and 
give concrete examples of how they have been applied to their 
work.  

 Evidence that commitments to humanitarian principles are 
communicated to affected people, authorities and other 
stakeholders in a culturally appropriate and accessible manner. 

1.2 Humanitarian assistance does not seek to 
further any particular political, religious or 
ideological standpoint, and does not seek to 
obtain commercial gain. 

 Evidence that programmes are focused exclusively on 
humanitarian aims and independent from other objectives. 

1.3 The principle of impartiality guides 
programming decisions: programmes are designed 
on the basis of and in proportion to needs and are 
provided without discrimination to affected 
people. 

 Evidence that programmes are informed by a recognised needs 
and capacity assessment process which includes disaggregated 
data on affected populations 

 Evidence that programmes do not discriminate against any 
group(s) of the population 

 Evidence that country resource allocations are based on and in 
proportion to assessed needs and complementary to other 
response efforts. 

 Evidence that the organisation considers impartiality in its global 
resource allocation. 

1.4 The organisation takes measures to ensure 
that its activities, public image or funding do not 
adversely affect the independence and 
impartiality of its humanitarian programming. 

 Evidence that the organisation regularly assesses how principles 
are reflected in practice and attempts to address situations 
where principled humanitarian action could be compromised. 

1.5 The organisation makes efforts to minimise 
the potential risks and adverse impact of its 
programming interventions  

 Evidence that the organisation has processes in place to assess, 
monitor and manage risks to safety and security of staff and of 
affected people. 

Pillar Two: Accountability to affected people 
Affected people have opportunities to participate in all stages of programmes (design, implementation, management, and 
evaluation), and have access to safe, appropriate complaints, feedback and response mechanisms. 

Core Requirements Means of Verification 

2.1 Affected people and stakeholders have access 
to timely, accurate and relevant information on 
the organisation’s aims and objectives and 
accountability commitments, and a means to 
express their opinions on issues that affect them. 
 

 Evidence that the organisation has processes in place for all 
segments of affected population to participate in and contribute 
to programming decisions. 

 Evidence that affected people have access to project plans, 
budgets and objectives, indicators and expected results 

 Affected people report they are satisfied with the information 
provided to them by the organisation and their opportunities to 
participate and influence programme decisions. 

2.2 The organisation ensures it complies with its 
legal and ethical commitments to respond in a 
timely, fair and appropriate manner to complaints, 
allegations of misconduct or illegal or 
inappropriate behaviour. 
 

 Evidence that procedures are in place to investigate and address 
complaints or allegations of misconduct or illegal and 
inappropriate behaviour. 

 Evidence that staff understand their responsibilities to prevent 
situations of misconduct and have safe and appropriate 
mechanisms to raise issues and concerns 

 Affected people report that culturally and context appropriate 
and complaints mechanisms are in place to safely raise issues and 
concerns and that the organisation makes reasonable attempts 
to address issues raised. 

Pillar Three: Quality, Effectiveness and Continuous Learning 

Programmes are based on meeting the needs of affected people, are relevant and appropriate to the crisis context, and 
apply recognised quality and technical standards and good practices (including risk management), and the organisation 
works towards continuous learning and improvement. 

Core Requirements Means of Verification 
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3.1The needs of affected people and the crisis 
context are regularly monitored to ensure 
programmes are relevant and appropriate. 

 Evidence that programmes are reviewed and adapted following 
feedback from affected people and/or changes in the context. 

 Affected people report that programmes are relevant to 
addressing their needs and priorities 

3.2 The organisation consistently applies 
recognised good practices and/or quality and 
technical standards in its programmes. 

 Evidence that the organisation has the technical capacity and 
competencies to deliver effective programmes in the crisis 
contexts it works in. 

 Evidence that staff and volunteers working with affected people 
have the required technical competencies and cross-cultural 
skills, and management support to perform effectively 

 Evidence that programmes apply relevant SPHERE or equivalent 
technical standards and recognised good practices  

3.3 The organisation applies good financial 
management practices in programmes and 
resources are used responsibly, efficiently and 
effectively to meet the needs affected people. 

 Evidence that programmes have adequate financial management 
systems in place, including provisions to prevent corruption and 
misuse of resources 

 Evidence that resource allocations represent the most relevant, 
appropriate and cost-effective approach possible for affected 
people and the crisis context. 

 3.4 The organisation consistently monitors and 
evaluates its performance and promotes 
continuous learning to address weaknesses and 
improve its current and future performance. 

 Evidence that the organisation applies recognised good practices 
in monitoring and evaluation, including mechanisms to 
transparently share findings with affected people and 
stakeholders. 

 Evidence that the organisation integrates learning into current 
and future programming. 

 Evaluation findings demonstrate programmes consistently meet 
quality and effectiveness criteria and are appropriate and 
relevant to assessed needs and the crisis context. 

 Evidence that the organisation actively assesses its own 
performance against these core requirements and actively works 
to address gaps and areas for improvement. 

 
The research team interviewed all of DICAC’s senior management and several programme and field staff on the 
organisation’s current policies, systems and practices and compared these to the draft model’s proposed core 
requirements.  Staff were asked to provide specific examples of how these are reflected in practices, and the 
constraints and challenges faced in implementation.  The team also requested access to supporting 
documentation, including policy documents, project records, evaluations and other materials to crosscheck this 
information.  Interviews with partners and other stakeholders, and field visits to project communities were 
further used to triangulate this information to provide an overall assessment the relevance and alignment of 
the proposed the core requirements to DICAC.   
 

Pillar One requirements  
The research team looked for evidence of how DICAC interprets and applies humanitarian principles in its 
policies and practices. While DICAC does not explicitly reference humanitarian principles in its policy 
statements or communications, senior management indicated that the organisation strongly endorses the 
proposed core requirements and plans to include humanitarian principles in its strategy and policies as part of 
the process of restructuring the organisation’s governance to become independent from the Church structure 
(as required by the CSA). 
 
Evidence from interviews with staff at headquarters and in the field showed that humanitarian principles 
permeate DICAC’s working approaches, though these were expressed at times in faith-based terms.  Senior 
staff and management at all levels were able to clearly explain how they understand humanity, impartiality and 
independence in practice, and were able to articulate how they address challenges that they face in 
maintaining operational independence from both the Church and the Government. 
 
In terms of needs assessments, DICAC applies recognised good practices in its needs assessment process at the 
project level. Planning policy and procedures call for sex and age-disaggregated information and assessments 
of disabilities and social exclusion, such as stigma from HIV/AIDS, and projects are normally prioritised based 
on and in proportion to needs.  This was confirmed in reviews of project documents and through direct 
observations and interactions with communities in the projects visited. 
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However, as noted above, the government is responsible for overall needs assessments at the national and 
regional (woreda) level, and as such, DICAC’s interventions are somewhat dependent on reaching agreement 
with local authorities. DICAC normally carries out a detailed participatory needs assessment and prioritisation 
process with communities and local authorities once projects have been approved.  Local government is 
normally involved as a partner in the overall project management, though DICAC stresses to communities that 
it is independent from the government.   
 
Although DICAC is closely associated with the Church, and uses the church network to gain access to 
communities, the organisation’s work covers all regions of the country and it works with all ethnic and religious 
groups.  There is no evidence that the organisation uses its projects as a vehicle for proselytizing or to promote 
any particular political view or other objectives.  Indeed, one of its strengths is that its projects cover many 
smaller, remote and marginalised communities that neither the government nor other NGOs (national or 
international) reach, very much in line with the concept of proportionality as a component of the principle of 
impartiality.   
 
In terms of financial independence, DICAC is largely dependent on project funding from donors. DICAC staff 
reported cases where donors sometimes imposed restrictions on the project’s focus or region to work in.  
When possible, DICAC has been able to renegotiate the conditions on the project to cover other priority needs. 
In other cases, like many other NGOs, DICAC accepted funding in order to be able to reach more vulnerable 
people with some assistance.  
 
The Charities and Societies Agency (CSA) regulations require NGOs to minimise dependence on foreign funding 
sources, and DICAC is developing several income generation projects to increase its financial independence. 
However, locally generated funding is unlikely to be able to cover the extent of programming needs and 
demands on DICAC, and the organisation will continue to be reliant of external funding. Certification was seen 
by the management team as an opportunity to attract and retain new funding partners, and demonstrate the 
organisation is credible and professional. 
 

 
Key points 
1. The draft requirements appear to be useful and relevant for an organisation like DICAC, and the essence of 

humanitarian principles is evident in their working practices, even if it not currently mentioned in their 
strategy and policies.  

 

2. The principle of independence from other objectives and aid which is strictly focused on humanitarian 
needs can be problematic for organisations like DICAC, as the government is closely involved in the design 
and implementation of its programmes. 

 

 
Pillar Two requirements  
Discussions around “accountability” are relatively new in DICAC.  Several ACT Alliance partners have promoted 
HAP to DICAC, and staff participated in HAP training in Nairobi.  The organisation has established a HAP 
committee to review current policies against HAP’s accountability benchmark, financed in part through seed 
funding from the CCDRA. The organisation is also implementing projects as part of a World Bank multi-donor 
programme, the Ethiopia Social Accountability Programme (ESAP), which aims to promote greater 
transparency and accountability between communities, civil society and government service providers.

6
 

 
“We really didn’t know what accountability meant before, and thought it was about our management systems 
and working procedures,” explained one HAP committee member. “But now we have a better understanding 
that accountability is also about power and being more transparent with communities and our stakeholders 
about who we are, what we are doing and our limitations.” 
 

                                                           
6 http://esap2.org.et/ 
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While DICAC may not yet have clarity on how to define accountability, based on the research team’s interviews 
and observations, the core elements of accountability are applied in practice. The research team reviewed 
internal policy and procedures for project design, implementation, management and evaluation, and found 
consistent evidence that DICAC promotes generally recognised good practices in its programming approaches.  
This includes using participatory planning tools to involve the community in project design, using community 
committees to help manage and implement projects, and on-going formal and informal feedback and 
monitoring mechanisms to ensure communities are satisfied with project results. Staff and management could 
give numerous practical examples of how these procedures were applied in practice in both formal and 
spontaneous interviews with the research team.  
 
More importantly, visits to project sites showed that accountability mechanisms to communities were in place 
and used in projects.  Most projects visited had readily accessible information about the project in local 
languages; complaints and suggestions boxes and other feedback mechanisms; backed up by evidence from 
project documentation that feedback from communities was recorded and acted on.  Projects typically had 
local management committees with links to the relevant local authorities to ensure projects are integrated into 
existing plans to avoid overlap, gaps or duplications. Communities also contribute and manage regular inputs 
(cash or in kind donations) to the project, ensuring greater ownership and sustainability.   
 
Community members interviewed were generally very satisfied with the relationship with DICAC and the 
quality of projects. They felt that they had opportunities to define project priorities and participate in selection 
criteria for beneficiaries. Similar conclusions were reported by the CSA and CCRDA in monitoring visits to DICAC 
projects in other areas, where DICAC was praised for its relationship with communities. “We are very happy 
with what we have seen of DICAC’s projects. They are close to the community and work well with the local 
authorities and they work to make the projects sustainable” explained a CSA official. 
 
DICAC’s own internal self-assessment against the HAP benchmarks suggests that many elements of good 
accountability are already in place, but there are still many gaps to address to make this more consistent.  
One possible area for improvement is in clearer procedures and mechanisms to deal with situations of 
misconduct or unethical, illegal behaviour or other situations where staff or communities may not feel 
comfortable raising sensitive issues. DICAC appears to rely on its good relationship with communities, and to a 
certain extent, Ethiopian Orthodox Church clergy in communities as a means to identify and deal with issues 
from the community. In its work with refugees, UNHCR’s operating procedures for complaints takes 
precedence.   Similarly, the government’s regulation and regular monitoring of NGOs is another mechanism to 
ensure that the organisation fulfils its legal and ethical obligations. The organisation is developing a new staff 
code of conduct to address some of the potential gaps. Nevertheless, it may be useful for DICAC to review this 
and develop more robust procedures for the future.   
 
The research showed two unique features to DICAC’s understanding of accountability, at least compared to 
accountability as defined in the humanitarian sector.  The first is DICAC’s belief that accountability implies 
responsibility to accompany a community in the transition from a situation of crisis to recovery and 
development.  “It is part of our responsibility; we cannot just deal with the emergency situation and then leave. 
We need to help them find sustainable solutions,” explained one DICAC staff.   The second is DICAC’s conviction 
that accountability is mutual, and that communities (and local authorities) are partners in the relationship and 
have shared responsibilities. For DICAC this means that projects must have the agreement of local authorities 
(not simply the legal agreement required by the CSA) and the community, and that communities need to 
contribute to the financing and management of the project. “The certification model must assess behaviours – 
not just the agency’s use of terminology like ‘accountability’, ‘sustainability’, ‘humanitarian’, etc.,” argued one 
manager.  It could be interesting to see if these elements could be incorporated into the certification model. 
 
This contrasts with the predominant view of accountability in the sector (such as in HAP or the IASC’s AAP 
framework), which tends to view accountability as primarily towards affected populations and the 
organisation’s sole responsibility, without considering other stakeholders’ responsibilities.  
 

 
Key points 
3. There is evidence that DICAC’s current practices reflect that the model’s accountability requirements.   
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4. DICAC’s approach of promoting mutual responsibilities of both the government and communities needs to 
be considered by the project.  

 
5. Making the roles and responsibility and accountabilities of governments and other stakeholders (like 

donors) more explicit also needs to be considered.  
 

 
Pillar Three requirements 
All of the proposed core requirements for Pillar Three are reflected in DICAC’s practices. The research team 
saw evidence in policies and procedures and was able to observe in various project sites that the organisation 
takes seriously the responsibility to ensure projects are relevant and appropriate to communities’ needs and 
priorities. Community members themselves considered the organisation was responsive to their needs and 
concerns. This was corroborated with information from other stakeholders and partners of DICAC, who 
confirmed DICAC’s technical capacity, competencies and excellent relationships with communities. 
 
In terms of technical capacity, staff were aware of and referenced current good practices in their different 
programming areas, including Sphere Project technical standards, or the equivalent standards established by 
the government.  This is a significant achievement, given the breadth of different programming areas, and the 
fact that the CSA regulations limit the amount of training and capacity building, which are considered an 
overhead cost under the CSA’s financial guidelines.  
 
The research team observed the interactions between DICAC staff and communities in field visits, and there 
was an evident relationship of rapport, respect and trust with communities, including isolated ethnic and 
Muslim communities and people with disabilities or living with HIV/AIDs.    
 
One area of internal discussion is around the organisation’s ability to maintain its current staff capacity. All staff 
interviewed were highly competent, professional and committed to the organisation’s mission. However, 
DICAC’s salary scale and staff retention policies may not be competitive with those of other INGOs or agencies 
working in Ethiopia, which represents a challenge in maintaining sustainable capacity to consistently deliver 
high quality programmes over time. 
 
With regard to financial management, DICAC appears to apply recognised good practices, including internal 
and external audits.  According to DICAC, communities are informed about the project budget available and 
community involvement in the financial management of the project helps ensures costs are shared and 
monitored by all stakeholders.  This included using locally sourced available products and resources when 
possible. To a certain extent, the CSA regulations and financial oversight functions act as an additional 
assurance that resources are used according to project plans.  
 
DICAC also demonstrated that it has processes in place to regularly monitor and evaluate its programmes and 
activities.  The research team was able to review monitoring and evaluation policies, and completed evaluation 
reports, and how learning is incorporated into programmes. Project monitoring is often conducted jointly with 
communities and local authorities, while evaluations use a variety of approaches ranging from independent 
evaluations done by external consultants to more participatory peer learning and review exercises. According 
to DICAC, evaluation results are shared with their key stakeholders, including donors, and learning is 
incorporated into the design of other projects.  Staff could provide examples of how this worked in practices, 
and the organisation has been recognised and awarded for its good practices in several programming areas, 
such as HIV/AIDS. The research team’s conclusion is that these processes are generally in line with 
internationally-recognised good practices, but that the organisation could do more to systematically integrate 
these processes into its work. 
 

 
Key points 
6. Pillar Three requirements were considered very relevant and useful to DICAC, which demonstrated that it 

attempts to integrate learning and continuous improvement into its work.  
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7. However, more clarity on what constitutes evidence of quality, sustainable outcomes and learning could 
strengthen the requirements and assessment process. This would require sufficient time between 
assessments for an organisation to show how it is improving over time, and the outcomes achieved for 
communities.  

 

 

6. Alignment with the government’s current 
policies 
In 2009, the Government of Ethiopia enacted the Proclamation on Charity and Societies Law, establishing a 
new legal framework and requirements for NGOs and CSOs working in Ethiopia, and which includes 
international NGOs. The Proclamation’s main purpose is to “enhance and strengthen the role of charities in the 
overall development of Ethiopia” by updating and modernising the previous legislation. However, the 
Proclamation also sets out strict limitations on NGO’s work, and largely prohibits NGOs from working on issues 
of human rights, gender equality, or child rights, arguing that these activities should be undertaken only 
through legitimate, expressions of local citizen’s organisations, and not through NGOs, which according to 
government representatives might be driven by other interests and objectives or influenced by external actors.  

The Proclamation restricts the amount of funding from international sources, and limits all overhead and 
administrative costs, including staff salaries, training and other costs, to 30% of the organisation’s budget, 
arguing that the bulk of funds should be directed towards beneficiaries. The Proclamation also requires that 
charities provide services and programmes without discrimination, and based on the needs of the community.

 7
 

One important element of the legislation is that church and faith-based organisations should separate 
completely their religious work from their charitable work by establishing an independent, registered charity.  
This affects organisations like DICAC with its close association with the Ethiopian Orthodox Church. Although 
DICAC is constituted as a charity since 1972, it is still under the governance of the Church, and the new 
legislation will require a more complete separation in the future.  

The Charities and Societies Agency (CSA) is responsible for enacting the law. Its functions are to register eligible 
NGOs, monitor their financing and activities and ensure that organisations comply with the Proclamation. 
According to CSA’s Head of Monitoring and Reporting, the Proclamation was intended to promote better 
coordination of NGO activities.  Some of the motivation behind the Proclamation was to redress the mistrust of 
the government and civil society towards NGOs, many of which were seen as not accountable, transparent, or 
delivering the results they promised. Corruption and the perception that NGOs were unduly interfering in 
national issues was another key concern.  “In the past, there were issues corruption, the quality of 
programmes, and the way beneficiaries were selected. We also saw cases where staff and employees were 
acting unprofessionally and unethically.”  
 
As part of its functions, the CSA regularly reviews an NGO’s annual programme and project plans and budgets 
submitted by NGOs, which must be approved by the CSA and the relevant government ministry before an 
organisation can proceed to work. When possible, the CSA also carries out joint field monitoring visits with 
NGOs and other government representatives to review projects, interview community members on the project 
management and outputs, and ensure the projects are achieving their objectives and providing benefits to the 
community. However, staff and resource limitations make this more an ideal than a reality.  There have been 
few cases (only ten of 3,000 NGOs registered) where an NGO’s license has been revoked or not renewed, but 
the focus is on reviewing situations of non-compliance and ensuring the NGO takes corrective actions. 
“Revoking a license is a last step: we want to work with them to correct the problem, not sanction them, “ 
explained one CSA representative.  
 
The Proclamation has been criticized by many international organisations as restricting fundamental human 
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rights, such as the right of association.
 8

  For the most part, the NGOs interviewed regarded the Proclamation as 
an inconvenient but manageable part of their operational landscape – certainly less onerous and politically 
charged than anti-terrorism legislation that affects many humanitarian organisations working in contexts like 
Somalia.  There were consistent complaints around the strict interpretation on what constitutes administrative 
and overhead costs (limited to 30% of the budget), which meant that many costs associated with programme 
implementation, like field staff salaries, or training, were charged as administrative costs. Other complaints 
were around the restrictions in engaging in advocacy around human rights and gender issues, particularly from 
organisations that use a rights-based approach in their humanitarian programming. However, the majority of 
organisations have found ways to work around this by emphasising that programming is focused on addressing 
tangible needs, like child malnutrition, and incorporating other elements like child protection or gender 
awareness under the framework of humanitarian programmes. 

Organisations like the CCRDA have been lobbying the government and parliament to review some of the most 
controversial elements of the law, and have published guidelines to support NGOs in interpreting and applying 
the law. The CCRDA also sits on the board of the CSA, giving it an influential voice on the implementation and 
potential revision of the law.  According to the Head of Monitoring and Reporting, the agency is reviewing 
some of the more problematic issues around financing and budget allocations, and will provide additional 
guidelines and training to clarify issues. Nevertheless, the main elements of the law will remain unchanged. 

General attitudes towards certification 
Government officials interviewed were quite positive about the certification project, and offered several 
examples of how they felt it would add value and complement their work: “It is very important for donors and 
governments to have confidence that resources are going to the people. Certification can help clarify if a NGO 
is competent and verify what they are doing at the ground level. If the model could help give money to 
certified NGOs, it would be a way or rewarding good practices, and also help make them responsible for 
learning and improving.“ 

Another government representative stated certification would “help increase the trust in external agencies if 
they are certified. It would be very helpful to know if they apply best practices and work in line with the 
government’s priorities. Potential funders and governments would benefit from having an assessment of what 
the organisation is doing on the ground and observing their behaviour at the community level. Monitoring the 
use of resources and verifying that projects are meeting their intended purposes would also be important. This 
would help to improve the quality of services.”  

Other actors that work closely with the CSA confirmed that a widely accepted model would benefit and 
positively influence the CSA: “It would help the CSA and government because it would raise awareness and 
understanding of international standards and good practices, particularly in accountability.  It is in their 
interests that NGOs apply national and international standards.  The model is pro-beneficiary so it is not 
incompatible with the government’s aims.”  

Pillar One requirements  
The proposed core requirements in Pillar One are very closely aligned to many of the key requirements on 
NGOs established in the Charities Proclamation.  For example, the Proclamation is very explicit that projects 
should benefit the community, be provided without discrimination of any sort, and independent from other 
objectives. While the motivation of the government may be different (some stakeholders suggested these 
requirements were designed more to limit the power and influence of NGOs on sensitive political issues), the 
end results of the legislation appear to reinforce humanitarian principles.  
 
Interviews with government officials tended to corroborate this view. Officials from the CSA and other 
Ministries agreed on the importance of ensuring NGOs’ are transparent and impartial, do not discriminate 
against any groups in the community, and are able to address gaps and needs without duplication with other 
programmes.  Independence, however, was often interpreted as independence from “foreign” influence and 
that projects are focused on meeting their humanitarian objectives. “The basic element in assessing a project is 
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the relationship to the community,” explained one official. “If it is not good for the community, and not in line 
with our priorities, it is not useful for us”. 
 
 

 
Key points 
8. Pillar One requirements appear to be compatible and aligned to the government’s legislative framework 

and expectations for NGOs.  
 
9. The legislation is generally supportive of neutral, impartial and independent humanitarian actions. 

Nevertheless, the government’s prohibitions against NGOs engaging in advocacy and human rights work, 
and its role in defining and prioritising needs organisations might create tensions for organisations that 
take a rights-based approach to programmes, engage in humanitarian advocacy, or have different 
interpretations of needs and priorities.   

 
10. The requirements should therefore be clearer in recognising that an organisation might face situations 

where government regulations or restrictions may not allow them to fully comply with principled 
approaches. Organisations should not be penalised for this in any assessment process provided that they 
can demonstrate they have taken reasonable measures to do redress these kinds of situations. 

 
11. We also need to recognise that there is a risk that governments could use certification as a justification for 

restricting access to people in need. However, certification could also be an opportunity to promote and 
influence more principled approaches by governments.  

 

 
 

Alignment of Pillar Two requirements with the government’s current policies 
The proposed requirements in Pillar Two appear to be compatible with government policies and practices. 
According to government officials interviewed, increasing accountability of NGOs towards communities is one 
of the main motivations behind the Charity Proclamation. Although the legislation itself does not use the term, 
accountability principles underline many of the CSA’s regulations. The legislation is noteworthy for insisting the 
organisations work in a participatory manner with communities, and are generating meaningful results for 
communities. In reality, much of this is focused on meeting financial and reporting requirements to the CSA, 
but the agency also attempts to carry out joint monitoring missions to verify “We look at implementation at 
the ground level, discuss with beneficiaries and local officials how the project is being implemented, how 
relevant and useful it is, and the benefits for the community,” explained a CSA representative.  
 
For the government, accountability also included transparency around the use of resources and the ability to 
address issues of possible corruption. “People can inform the CSA about a charity’s actions, and we review the 
information to assess if the complaints are true or not, and ask them to take corrective action.”   Government 
limitations on organisations working on human rights or gender issues can also be framed in terms of 
accountability: “These are issues that should be organised and addressed by independent citizens groups,” 
according to CSA representatives, not “influenced by foreign interests” that do not have accountability to civil 
society. Similar arguments were made regarding gender issues: “This is the responsibility of the government, 
and NGOs need to support this work, not lead it”.  
 

 
Key points 
12. The requirements around accountability appear to be compatible and aligned to the government’s 

legislative framework and expectations for NGOs.  
 
13. However, the model could be improved to more clearly emphasise the importance of transparency as an 

element of accountability for all actors, including governments. 
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14. The model might also be more appealing to governments if it recognises that governments have a 
legitimate role and competency to coordinate and regulate NGOs activities, and that it is meant to 
complement existing regulatory frameworks. 

 

 
Alignment of Pillar Three requirements with the government’s current practices 
The proposed core requirements for Pillar Three are also largely compatible with the government’s aims under 
the CSA regulations. Projects proposals by NGOs need to pass a technical assessment process by the relevant 
government ministry, to ensure that relevant technical and quality standards will be met.   

The CSA attempts to carry out regular monitoring and evaluations of project outputs (and to the extent 
possible, outcomes), including application of quality and technical standards, and to ensure benefits to 
communities and promote learning and improvements. “Our aim is to correct mistakes or problems, not 
impose sanctions or punishment. If an organisation is not performing well, they need to explain the 
circumstances why and take corrective actions.” Nevertheless, the CSA was clear that if an organisation did not 
take recommended corrective actions, it could use its authority to revoke registration or take other actions, 
such as removing senior management or even a board if necessary, or in the extreme, shutting down the 
organisation and allocating its assets to another charity.   

Government officials recognised that the context and resources often dictates the quality of the response, and 
meeting WASH standards, for example, might be impossible for any organisation. Like their NGO counterparts, 
government officials also suggested that donors had a responsibility to provide continuity in funding. “If we 
want to avoid droughts and famine, we need a huge amount of money.  Most donors only support emergency 
assistance, not development work. Or they focus only on a few countries, which means competition for 
resources. Sometimes we are fed-up, we have to struggle ourselves to address chronic problems,” said one 
official.  

One area that all government representatives agreed on was that a certification process that included 
community-level verification of project outcomes and good practices could be a useful complement to the 
government’s own monitoring, which tends to focus on outputs. This would provide an additional assurance 
that an organisation is professional and fills the gap where the CSA’s own resources don’t allow it to carry out 
more frequent or extensive field monitoring. “This is especially important for donors to have the confidence 
that their resources are going to the people,” said one representative.  Another suggested that certification 
could “help us differentiate NGOs. It is important work to support us, monitor and follow-up that an NGO is 
transparent, accountable and effective”. 

Regarding effective financial management of resources, government officials interviewed were very positive 
about the proposed core requirements.  “Some NGOs, they never let you know how much funds they received 
for a project, they simply show up in the project office with funds. Donors want to give money to support 
victims, but where does the other money go? It goes to overheads, salaries, etc. It’s unimaginable that two-
thirds of an NGO’s budget can go to salary costs!  We need more transparency at the international level.” 

 

 
Key points 
15. The requirements around quality and continuous learning appear to be compatible and aligned to the 

government’s legislative framework and expectations for NGOs.  
 
16. The model could be improved by emphasising how it complements the governments NGO review 

processes, and provides additional evidence on how an organisation is generating positive outcomes for 
vulnerable and affected people. 

 
17. The model should also recognise that the ability to meet quality commitments can be contingent on 

availability and continuity of funding. 
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7.  Other stakeholders’ perspectives  
The field research included interviews with a number of other NGOs and UN agencies to generate inputs on the 
draft model.  To a large extent, these perspectives reinforce many of the themes raised by DICAC and the 
government regarding the model.  

 

Purpose and scope of certification  

The model proposes that the purpose of certification is two-fold:  
- Establish a clear set of expectations and requirements for organisations engaged in humanitarian actions,  
- Promote continuous learning to improve the quality, effectiveness and accountability of humanitarian 

actions.  
 
This purpose was compatible with the majority of stakeholders’ views on the role of certification.  Stakeholders 
supported the view that certification would be a way to demonstrate that an organisation is effective, 
accountable and professional. In the words of one NGO representative, “Certification will really push us to 
embrace ethical standards and behaviours systematically, which is impossible for a charity to NOT do these 
days”  
 
Similar to the views of DICAC and the government, “transparency” and “trust” in the relationship with affected 
populations and stakeholders were two words frequently used to describe the characteristics of an effective 
organisation.  Stakeholders interviewed highlighted that providing transparent clear, accessible information 
about an organisation’s aims, objectives and plans is essential good practice.  Many of the stakeholders 
consulted suggested that an additional purpose of certification could be to rebuild trust in relationships with 
communities, and in particular, with the government.  Setting clear expectations around good practices and 
promoting continuous learning and improvement was also seen as positive.  
 
With regard to the scope of certification, nearly all the agencies interviewed, including UN agencies, supported 
the idea that certification needs to contemplate both humanitarian responses and humanitarian-related 
development work – in other words, programmes that go beyond an immediate emergency response. In the 
context of Ethiopia, most organisations consulted work on a broader range of activities, ranging from disaster 
risk reduction, to emergency relief, recovery, and resilience or livelihood programmes.  
 
Organisations consulted consistently recommended that the model should acknowledge and include longer-
term development programming as part of its scope. “If humanitarian action and development are seen 
separately, it will not work,” said an INGO representative. “Describing humanitarian work as temporary action 
is very dangerous! We must think about sustainability,” affirmed a representative of a national NGO.  Fostering 
more equitable, accountable and trustworthy relationships with vulnerable and affected communities seems a 
reasonable purpose for certification in a context like Ethiopia, where organisations have a longer involvement 
and opportunities to develop relationship with communities.  
 
As faith-based organisations, many ACT Alliance members shared DICAC’s view that their accountability to 
vulnerable communities did not stop after an emergency phase, and part of their accountability was to 
accompany them.  The importance of maintaining longer-term relationship with communities was shared by 
other NGOs: “Everyone speaks the same language – “continuity”, explained one INGO representative.  “There 
is a continuity in our focus in both humanitarian response and development.” For other NGOs, the reality of 
Ethiopia is that project timeframes often extend over five to ten year periods, so expanding the focus of 
certification to recognise this would be welcome. 
 

 
Key points: 
18. All stakeholders generally accepted the overall purpose for the model, with continuous learning 

particularly supported by stakeholders consulted.  
 
19. Similar to DICAC and the government’s views, stakeholders recommended integrating transparency and 

trustworthy relationships with affected people as part of the purpose or core requirements of the model.  
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20. If the model aims to be open and accessible to organisations, the focus will need to shift beyond 
emergency relief to include organisations that also work on rehabilitation, resilience or development work. 
However, stakeholders also agreed that the model would need to reflect this in a way that is consistent 
with humanitarian principles.  

 

 

Relationship with the Core Humanitarian Standard process  
Several organisations questioned how the certification model and the proposed core requirements linked to 
the Core Humanitarian Standard (CHS) process. Most organisations felt that the two processes should be 
complementary, and that the certification model would ideally integrate the CHS outcomes as part of the core 
requirements. “Universal standards help put everyone on the same page for reporting and monitoring against 
minimum requirements,” commented a national NGO representative. “They should form the basis for 
certification.” 
 
At the same time, there was also a strong message in support of harmonising and simplifying standards to 
make them more accessible and user-friendly. A national NGO representative summed up a prevalent concern 
of many NGOs consulted: Proliferation is a major concern. We have too many standards and it would really 
harm the sector if we don’t get greater harmonisation.” “Bringing everything together would be fantastic, 
especially if resources were available to make it useful. Consistency and alignment with national processes 
would also help demystify standards” explained an INGO representative. In this regard, the models attempt to 
align requirements into three pillars was welcome by many of the NGOs. 
 
 

 
Key points: 
 
21. The model should integrate the final outcomes of the Core Humanitarian Standard once completed, 

provided the standards are measureable and relevant for verification and certification.  
 
22. The feedback on the pillars and core requirements should be shared with the CHS process in order to 

contribute to the development of a relevant set of standards. 
 

 
Comments of Pillar One 
The research team found agreement from all organisations interviewed that humanitarian principles are 
fundamental and that certification should require evidence of how they are clearly defined in policies, 
communicated to stakeholders, demonstrated by staff and applied in programmes.  
 
With regard to the principle of impartiality, a number of agencies, including NNGOs, INGOs and UN agencies, 
suggested that interpreting and assessing impartiality in practice might need some conditionality for contexts 
like Ethiopia where the government has robust policies on humanitarian and development aid. This was mostly 
related to the government’s involvement in needs assessments, which sometimes differed from their own 
assessment conclusions. However, no organisation mentioned any gross misinterpretation or distortion of 
needs, and suggested that the government was open to discuss with their partners. While the Charities and 
Societies Proclamation presents some difficulties with restrictions on advocacy and human rights activities and 
the financial and administrative regulations, most welcomed the pro-humanitarian and development stance of 
the Ethiopian government.  

With regard to independence and proportionality, many NGO and UN representatives highlighted the need for 
coordination of efforts to ensure wider and more efficient coverage of aid efforts.  Many were concerned that 
decisions regarding interventions, particularly in large international organisations, are at times influenced by 
the media news agenda rather than an objective and proportionate analysis of existing and global needs 
assessments – the “CNN factor” – Syria and South Sudan were frequently mentioned as examples.  This was 
seen as detrimental to covering needs in Ethiopia, and efforts to reduce risks and vulnerabilities to drought and 
food insecurity, for example, were not recognised or rewarded.  Many organisations consulted suggested that 
the ability to meet some core requirements, including humanitarian principles, was partly contingent on 
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funding available, and that long-term commitment and duration of programmes was necessary to go beyond 
basic survival to support livelihoods and resilience.  “If aid is supposed to be in proportion to needs, where is 
the consistency when some crises exceed funding needs, and others don’t?” remarked on UN representative. 

 

 
Key points: 
 
23. There was strong support for including humanitarian principles in the core requirements of the model.  

However, organisations suggested that assessing how those principles are applied needs to take into 
consideration the crisis context and other factors that affect their ability to provide aid impartially and in 
accordance and proportion to needs.  

 
24. Securing longer term funding commitments for programming and capacity building should be highlighted 

as one condition necessary for organisations to effectively meet needs in many chronic crisis contexts. 
 
25. The model could include more references to how organisations coordinate their actions with others to 

avoid duplications or gaps in responding to needs. 
 
26. The project also needs to consider considering how organisations’ fundraising or advocacy efforts could be 

assessed in relation to maintaining independence and impartiality. 
 

 
 

Comments of Pillar Two  
A strong message that emerged from NGOs was that from the perspective of beneficiaries, accountability was 
the same regardless of whether an organisation is carrying out humanitarian or development work. All 
stakeholders agreed that the same concepts about engagement, participation, ownership and access to 
information and complaints were valid in any work involving communities. The majority of organisations 
consulted suggested that the core requirements should be more explicit in defining different stakeholder 
groups and the accountability relationships between them, and not limited to accountability to affected 
populations alone.  Most agreed that a wider scope for accountability relationships was needed, one that 
included neighbouring communities, local and regional authorities, NGO partners and civil society 
organisations, donors and relevant UN agencies.  
 
At the same time, a widespread concern was that NGOs should not be the only ones to demonstrate that they 
are accountable. “We cannot take responsibility for all aspects of accountability,” said one NGO representative. 
“Governments and donors also need to share the responsibility, including taking responsibility when they don’t 
provide enough funding or impose requirements on us that don’t allow us to work in accountable ways.” The 
research team was given numerous examples where mistrust between donors, UN agencies, the governments 
and NGOs led to situations where field experience, relationships with communities and local knowledge were 
routinely discounted when deciding priorities, resulting in delays, duplication and unnecessary costs.  

The lack of trust and transparency evidently influenced the choices that donors and larger agencies, particularly 
INGOs and UN, made about selecting partners for funding or implementation of projects, to the detriment of 
national NGOs with strong community links and local knowledge. National organisations, and to an extent the 
government as well, regard this as a lack of accountability towards them, and ultimately affected populations, 
by not acknowledging their unique added value.  Larger international agencies recognise this as a problem, but 
suggested the dynamics of the system tended to reinforce this inequity and bias against local actors.  

Donors were singled out by many NGOs and UN agencies as critical in ensuring that organisations were 
adequately supported in meeting their accountability commitments. In the words of one INGO representative, 
“As NGOs we already have multiple accountabilities to donors, to government, to our beneficiaries. What 
about the accountability of donors to support us to achieve more accountable, better quality programmes?”  
UN representatives interviewed also recommended that donor accountability should be included in the model.  

All agreed that access to sufficient resources was critical to ensuring quality and accountability in projects.  “It’s 
unfair for donors to hold organisations accountable when they are trying to achieve the best with inadequate 
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resources. Certification should set out the minimum conditions needed for an organisation to meet any 
minimum requirements,” commented one NGO representative. “We went through an extensive exercise to 
define the humanitarian requirements with the government and NGOs, but for donors, needs are irrelevant, its 
all about economic pressures on aid budgets and where donors prioritise funding to other crises” explained a 
UN representative.  “No wonder the government gets frustrated when we talk about respecting principles and 
using needs-based approaches.”  

However, similar criticisms were levelled against the UN system.  Many NGOs stressed the need for greater 
accountability of the UN system in support of principles, accountability and effectiveness, and suggested that 
the core requirements should also apply to them. UN agencies interviewed accepted that accountability 
towards affected populations should be the centrepiece of any certification model. However, several suggested 
that accountability tends to be focused towards donors and host governments. One UN representative 
suggested that accountability is “our weakest area in terms of formal processes. We have nice language, but it 
is hard to implement.”   

Other UN representatives recognised their own procedures were often not conducive to supporting greater 
accountability to populations or towards NGOs themselves.  “NGOs main frustration with us is likely that our 
processes are too bureaucratic, our financial oversight too heavy, and we lack transparency in our criteria for 
selecting partners. There is a bias towards working with a limited number of large INGOs than to go through 
200 smaller ones.”  Another senior UN official echoed this sentiment: “I know when I arrive in a country, the 
first doors I knock on are the bigger INGOs for a situation analysis or for looking for implementing partners. I 
may know them from other crises, and they normally have the capacity to implement.”  
 
A widespread view amongst different organisations consulted was that a certification process that was able to 
differentiate between organisations that embedded good accountability practices and those that do not could 
help to create a ‘level playing field’ between organisations. In this regard, certification was regarded by the 
majority of stakeholders as potentially being very useful and helpful for smaller and national actors by 
providing assurances that they too are accountable and reliable partners.   

Many NGOs observed that accountability should not only be about the absence or presence of complaints 
resolution mechanism, but also incorporate positive feedback and recognition of good practices. The World 
Bank’s multi-donor ESAP2 social accountability programme offers interesting and comparable insights on how 
accountability can be viewed from a broader perspective (DICAC is one of the grant recipients of the project).  

The research team observed how ESAP partners are using tools like community report cards and participatory 
videos as a means for communities to evaluate and provide feedback on the quality of services provided by 
government agencies.  Rather than limit this to a complaints mechanism, the project promotes joint or mutual 
accountability, where all stakeholders have a responsibility to come together to find solutions to problems 
identified. An ESAP representative described the process as “empowering” to all actors. “Communities know 
what they can expect from service providers. At the same time, service providers get consistent feedback on 
their performance, and can highlight the issues that like lack of resources the they feel impede them from 
trying to meet community demands. This creates expectations in the community that if they don’t see results, 
forget about this for the future.”  A similar concept could be promoted through the certification model. 

One final observation made by some organisations is that the current wording of the requirements around 
accountability is “gender blind” in how accountability is defined and measured.  This is a relevant critique in the 
context of Ethiopia, where gender is a sensitive issue. Making gender, age and disability more explicit in 
certification requirements might help encourage organisations to incorporate these issues more systematically 
in their procedures. 
 

 
Key points: 
 
27. Clarifying the accountabilities of other stakeholders, notably donors, in supporting organisations to meet 

the core criteria could improve the model.  The model could consider a broader approach to define mutual 
accountability such as the one advocated by DICAC or the World Bank’s Social Accountability programme. 
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28. Donors and UN agencies should be encouraged to endorse and use the core requirements as part of their 
partner selection and monitoring processes, and consider how the requirements might be aligned and 
applied to their own processes.  

 
29. Gender and other crosscutting issues could be more explicitly integrated into the core requirements and 

assessment process.   
 

 

Comments on Pillar Three 
All stakeholders agreed with the proposed core requirement that projects are relevant and appropriate to 
addressing the needs of vulnerable and affected people. The requirement that an organisation has technical 
competency and experience was also widely supported.  Part of that competency could include an assessment 
of the degree of access and trust between an organisation and vulnerable communities, though this admittedly 
is difficult to measure objectively.  Nevertheless, evidence of the relationship with communities and how an 
organisation takes their needs and concerns into consideration was seen as important criteria on its 
effectiveness. Some suggested that the requirement include “responsive and effective” as criteria.   

A common concern expressed by the majority of NGOs consulted was if the certification model would assess 
compliance with meeting technical standards such as those in Sphere. All agreed with that standards were 
important references to guide and orient work, but that any model should recognise the constraints that may 
impede an organisation from meeting those standards.  “We all operate to international guidelines, such as 
Sphere, but it is not always possible to achieve specific targets e.g. clean water targets where water supply is 
restricted by geography/geology,” said an INGO representative.   

Several NGOs highlighted that meeting any technical or quality standards should take into account the 
timeframe required to achieve specific targets.  The availability of sustained funding and more flexibility from 
donors in recognition that projects are relevant and appropriate to the context were also mentioned frequently 
by NGOs consulted.  Many stated that measuring results against specific indicators or benchmarks might not be 
realistic, but that an organisation should be able to provide evidence of how they work towards achieving 
standards.   

One UN representative made the point that an organisation’s technical competency was vital for better partner 
selection: “We have seen in different crises unprepared, unprofessional NGOs coming to offer help, and 
ultimately it is the beneficiary community that loses. We waste a lot of valuable time providing orientation, and 
reviewing worthless proposals and trying to coordinate organisations that don’t know the basics of the sector.  
If we had a system in place to establish an organisation’s credibility, its experience and capacity, and its 
commitment to principles and accountability, it would save us time, and ultimately will benefit the 
community.” 

The financial regulations placed on NGOs by the Charities and Societies Agency (CSA) were a common area of 
concern for all NGOs, particularly categorising project staff salaries and training as overhead cost.  Smaller 
national NGOs were struggling with the accounting requirements, while others were concerned that the 
additional requirements to meet quality standards and results would be difficult if competitive salaries and 
training were not available to staff due to budget restrictions. 

There was also a strong recommendation that monitoring, evaluation and outcomes assessments should be 
focussed on the affected community as primary stakeholders. On-going monitoring should include regular 
assessments of the quality of community feedback, their engagement with substantive issues, timing and their 
own responsibilities in achieving the planned outcomes. Peer reviews, joint monitoring and evaluations, and 
participatory learning exercises with affected communities were suggested as examples of current practices by 
many NGOs in Ethiopia that could provide additional external evidence of continuous learning. 
 
UN agencies were supportive of the proposed core requirements, and suggested that they meet some of their 
own formal and informal partnership selection criteria.  “We look to see that an organisation has technical 
capacity in its areas of work, that it has management capacity to run a good project, a good reputation and 
standing in Ethiopia, but most importantly is the capacity to deliver,” explained one representative, “So, 
performance verification is critical to making the certification scheme add value to what is already in place. We 
need to reinforce continuity and consistency in the evidence that an organisation is continually applying 
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learning. Documenting learning is not enough – it needs to be about evidence of appropriate and effective 
action resulting from learning.”  
 
Most NGOs, including DICAC, and the government suggested that one assessment criteria should be the 
sustainability and continuity of both the organisation and its programming.  While this is reflective of the 
specific context of Ethiopia, the concept of how an organisation considers its accountabilities to communities 
beyond emergency phases is relevant. The model could include criteria on evidence that the organisation has 
considered, planned and implemented appropriate exit strategies that leave communities with better coping 
capacities and resilience to face future crises.  
 
Finally, it appears that the government’s CSA regulations, along with significant distrust of NGOs, have 
stimulated a healthy debate on how NGOs can demonstrate credible information that their programmes are 
cost effective.  Including some criteria on demonstrating value for money might be a useful addition to the core 
requirements, provided the level of information and analysis is reasonable.  
 
 

 
Key points: 
 
30. There is wide support by stakeholders for a model that includes assessing capacity, technical competency, 

programme effectiveness and learning.  
 
31. The model could be more explicit on how outcomes and continuous learning will be defined and measured 

as part of an assessment process. 
 
32. The project should give consideration to how to include access to and relationships with vulnerable 

communities as part of the assessment of an organisation’s competencies. 
 
33. How to reflect the sustainability of an organisation’s interventions should also be examined. 
 
34. Value for money, or similar concepts, could also be considered as part of core requirements. 
 

 

8.  Feasibility and cost of the model  
 
Feasibility 
The draft model proposes that the assessment process follows a standard approach for social accountability or 
social audit processes: organisations would document and provide evidence to show how they are meeting the 
core requirements; an external assessment team would then review and validate the documentation and 
evidence provided is relevant, accurate and representative; evidence would be crosschecked and verified 
through field-level project visits, interviews with affected people and other stakeholders.  
 
The field research methods for this case study used a very similar approach as the one proposed in the model. 
The research team found reviewed DICAC’s documentation on its processes, procedures and practices for 
alignment with the proposed core requirements. This was corroborated with findings from interviews with 
DICAC’s staff and external stakeholders, and through direct observation and interviews with project 
beneficiaries.  This indicated that the proposed approach is feasible and a cost-effective means  to assess an 
organisation against the core requirements.  
 
Nevertheless, the team encountered a number of questions from stakeholders about how the assessment 
process would determine the validity of the evidence provided. In most cases, NGOs felt that their own 
systems and procedures were compatible with the proposed requirements, but they might have challenges in 
providing evidence on how these are applied in practice. “We all try to reflect this in our proposals, but at the 
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time of implementation, the dynamics of donors, or political pressures make it harder to apply consistently” 
said one INGO representative. “Most of the evidence we gather is around meeting donor reporting 
requirements, and that is usually after the fact, and too late to take corrective actions,” suggested another.  
This could require that organisations modify their own internal quality assurance processes to ensure that they 
are generating the evidence needed to show they meet requirements, with obvious cost and resource 
implications. 
 
There are also questions to resolve about the level of detail required to generate a reliable assessment of an 
organisation’s capacity, performance and accountability. Stakeholders in general felt the proposed core 
requirements to be useful and relevant, but offered additional suggestions that in some case might significantly 
increase the amount of time and resources needed to assess an organisation.  In other cases, stakeholders 
raised questions about how the model would assess organisations working in multiple contexts. 
 
A final area of consideration in terms of measuring and assessing an organisation is to establish clear 
thresholds or minimum benchmarks to determine when an organisation would not qualify for certification, 
have its existing certification revoked, or note where it has competency and capacity to intervene in a crisis. A 
UN representative described it like this: “Certification is relatively easy on the extreme ends of the spectrum, 
those with excellent performance and for the other end with absolutely hopeless NGOs. It’s the centre of the 
spectrum where it is tricky.  You can find organisations with excellent policies, excellent fundraising and public 
relations, and you expect fantastic performance, but then are most disappointed when they don’t deliver. You 
want to see honesty about admitting their limitations in their capacity, and “butting out” when it is clear they 
can’t add value.” 
 
The challenge for the model is for an assessment process that is objective and fair to organisations in any part 
of the world.  While larger INGOs may have more resources and capacities to invest in quality and 
accountability, this is no guarantee that performance will be consistent from crisis to crisis. Several 
organisations suggested that the assessment process needs to identify a sample of INGO’s work that is 
representative but still manageable. One suggestion was to focus assessments on crises where there is a 
greater likelihood or risks that an organisation might not meet the core requirements (the question then is, 
how do we assess such a likelihood or risk?) but could demonstrate how it is working towards achieving them 
in difficult circumstances. Another suggestion is that the assessment process should take a retrospective look 
at an organisation’s performance over a four to five year period in order to look for specific evidence that the 
organisation has captured learning and addresses gaps and weaknesses in its performance.  These suggestions 
will be considered in more detail for the next version of the model. 
 

Costs 
It terms of costs, the team was unable to carry out a full analysis of what participating in a certification process 
might cost an organisation in Ethiopia, and what a reasonable fee might be. This is due to a lack of comparable 
data on organisation’s actual expenditures on monitoring, evaluation and audit costs. Nevertheless, the time 
and resources for carrying out the field research itself, along with information from DICAC provides some 
indication of the potential costs. 
 
DICAC reports that it spends approximately US$ 36,000 on project monitoring and evaluation against a 
programming budget of US$ 14,000,000. This represents 0.25% of the budget. It should be noted that this 
figure is a very rough estimate, as many monitoring activities may not be reported as such, and in some 
programmes, like refugee support, some costs may be assumed by partners like UNHCR.  This is further 
complicated by the government’s financial regulations for NGOs, which limit administrative and overhead costs 
(including salaries, monitoring, etc.) to 30% of an organisation’s budget, making if often difficult for DICAC’s 
finance department to determine where or how to report costs.  
 
Based on the costs of the Ethiopia field research budget the research team estimates that a full organisational 
assessment or audit process for an organisation of DICAC’s size should not require more than five days work of 
a single external auditor, provided sufficient advance preparation was done by the organisation. This would 
mean a approximately of US$ 10,000 for the assessment using an expatriate evaluator, and not taking into 
consideration the amount of staff time, which the team estimates at the equivalent of two full-time staff for a 
week.   
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DICAC indicated to the team that they considered $1250 as a reasonable and affordable fee to a certification 
assessment. They said they would likely need to request support from partners to cover the full costs of an 
assessment.  DICAC also suggested that other Ethiopian NGOs would likely consider similar amounts as 
reasonable, but would need partner support as well to cover the costs.   
 
These are very rough estimates, and costs could be reduced if local or regionally based consultants were used. 
It also reflects the reality of NGOs in Ethiopia with very limited options to use budget to cover non-programing 
related costs. Yet it illustrates that any certification process will likely need to find a balance between what the 
market will bear (i.e. what NGOs feel they can reasonably afford) and the actual costs of a certification process.  
This underlines the challenge of making a process accessible and affordable to national NGOs. It also reinforces 
the conclusion from the project’ previous and on-going work on costing a certification model that support from 
funders and partners will likely be needed to sustain the model. 
 

9. Conclusions and recommendations 
The field research findings largely validate the basic assumptions and main elements of the proposed draft 
model.  The wide majority of stakeholders consulted supported the proposed aims and purposes for 
certification, along with the draft core requirements as relevant and useful. Many welcomed the initiative as a 
means to build trust and confidence in NGOs, and to promote more consistent, professional and effective 
actions.  Indeed, the level of interest and general support for certification, particularly from Ethiopian NGOs 
like DICAC, is an important indication that the proposed model would add value to NGO’s work. 
 
More importantly, the field research demonstrates that the model is not just a theoretical exercise, but could 
be successfully applied in a context like Ethiopia and with an organisation like DICAC.  The field research 
process was very similar to an audit or assessment process, with an emphasis on finding credible evidence of 
how the proposed requirements are reflected in the organisation’s current practices.  Although the research 
was not intended as an evaluation or validation of DICAC’s work, it is evident from the process that the 
organisation would likely be able to meet the certification requirements under the current draft of the model.  
This is very positive, as it suggests that the model is applicable and accessible to similar national organisations.  
 
One of the most encouraging findings is that the proposed core requirements are consistent with and aligned 
to the Ethiopian government’s NGO regulatory framework.  The model is therefore not incompatible with the 
government’s approach and could potentially complement and add value to the government’s efforts to 
promote more transparent, accountable and effective aid from NGOs.  Moreover, the government’s positive 
response to the proposed model suggests that there is potential for acceptance and endorsement of any 
recommendations for certification emerging from the project.  This is of course subject to many more 
discussions with the government as the model evolves, but the field research has generated interest in the 
project. The model is much more likely to succeed if there is recognition of its validity by governments, and the 
model could serve as an example of good practices that government could integrate into their requirements 
for NGOs. 
 
Similarly, the proposed model was compatible with efforts by DICAC and other NGOs, as well as the NGO 
umbrella organisation, CCDRA, to promote greater awareness of accountability issues, and to develop its own 
processes for assessing and certifying its members.  There is a strong interest in ensuring any national level 
efforts meet the needs and specificities of the Ethiopian context, and be compatible and consistent with any 
internationally agreed set of standards or requirements.  There is a unique opportunity to continue to dialogue 
on the model with national and international NGOs through the umbrella organisation, CCDRA, in order to 
continue to input on the current model and ensure it is aligned to meet their needs and expectations. It would 
also be worthwhile to explore in further detail options around accrediting CCDRA to implement any future 
international certification model in Ethiopia as part of its work.  
 
All stakeholders interviewed suggested that an external verification and certification process would provide 
potential benefits by improving quality and effectiveness through clearer expectations.  Many saw the 
advantages of demonstrating to stakeholders which organisations are professional, competent and committed 
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to adhering to a set of international standards of good practice. Smaller NGOs suggest that certification could 
be a means to help them participate on a more equal basis with larger organisations. One commonly 
mentioned potential benefit was the sense that, at least in Ethiopia, certification could restore trust in NGOs 
and promote greater transparency. 
 
There are, however, some risks and challenges that need to be addressed if certification is to be relevant to 
organisations working in a context like Ethiopia, not least, managing expectations that certification can resolve 
many of the issues NGOs face.  Continued engagement with NGOs in the process of defining an ideal model will 
help provide them with a more nuanced and realistic understanding of the role, benefits and limitations of 
certification as part of a wider process to improve quality and accountability.  
 
Another challenge is to make the model accessible and applicable to organisations working in humanitarian 
and development contexts. All stakeholders recommended that the core requirements should be equally 
applicable to organisations engaged in such work, provided the focus is on supporting communities and 
following principled approaches.  If not, there is a risk that a significant number of actors will perceive the 
model as not relevant or applicable to them, and will not want to participate in it. 
 
A second challenge is to ensure that the assessment process recognises the constraints faced by organisations 
in contexts like Ethiopia that might affect their ability to meet the proposed core requirements. Examples 
include government restrictions on working on human rights and advocacy issues and limited access to stable 
and continued funding.  NGOs did not want to be assessed unfairly for situations beyond their control. While 
the model seems very compatible with current government regulations, there is a risk that it could be used as a 
justification to limit support, recognition and access to “approved” or certified organisation only. This risk can 
be mitigated by continuing to involve the government in the discussions on the purpose and design of the 
model, and work towards recognition and endorsement of the principles behind it, namely improving the 
quality, accountable and results for people vulnerable and affected by crisis. The model’s assessment process 
should also be nuanced enough to acknowledge when organisations have made every reasonable effort to 
meet requirements but have been unable to do so.  
 
A third challenge is to ensure the model is recognised and supported by donors and UN agencies. A key 
message from all stakeholders interviewed was that donors have a particular role and responsibility to support 
NGOs in working towards meeting the core requirements. Many suggested that donors and UN agencies 
should align their own processes towards the model’s core requirements and use this as the foundation for the 
way they select, monitor and evaluate their partners.  There is a risk, however, that donors do not recognise 
and support the model, meaning that NGOs will have little incentive to invest in meeting the requirements.  As 
with governments, this can be mitigated by engaging them in the design of the model to ensure it is compatible 
with their processes. One area of further research is how pooled funds selection processes could be adapted to 
the proposed criteria, to see whether this would give additional opportunities to smaller NGOs that are 
committed to meeting the criteria access to funding.  
 
Finally, the Certification Review project itself faces a number of risks and challenges to the process. It is evident 
from the Ethiopia case study that while there is interest in standards and verification mechanisms like 
certification, most organisations have not had access or exposure to sufficient information about this process 
or the Core Humanitarian Standard (CHS) process. This limits their opportunities to engage in a meaningful 
manner in shaping processes that may have a significant impact on their work.  It also underlines the challenge 
to both processes of scaling up the scope of consultations to reach the country level.  Several NGOs asked for 
clarification on the relationship between the two processes, and the justification for keeping them separate. 
There are risks that as each processes continues its consultations, organisations will disengage from either one 
or both processes, unless they can see how the two link and complement each other.  The project should 
continue to liaise closely with the CHS process to share findings, but also to discuss how to communicate to 
and reassure stakeholders that the two processes are not mutually exclusive and complementary to each 
other. 
 

Recommendations: 
Based on the field research findings, the research team proposes a number of recommendations aimed at 
improving the model and the carrying the process forward. 
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1. The project should carefully consider the challenges for the model that have been identified through 
the research process, and integrate the inputs from stakeholders on the core requirements into the 
next version of the model. In particular, the model should clarify how the assessment process will 
consider contextual issues that might affect an organisation’s ability to fully meeting the core 
requirements. 

 
2. Specifically, the project should consider expanding the focus of the model to include organisations 

engaged in humanitarian and/or development work so that the model is accessible to a wider 
number of organisations that work at the community level to reduce vulnerability and build resilience 
and capacities.  

 
3. The project should follow-up on the interest and engagement shown by all stakeholders in Ethiopia. 

One suggestion is to encourage DICAC, the ACT Alliance and the CCRDA to facilitate additional 
stakeholder consultations on the draft model, giving them an opportunity to shape the next version 
so that it meets their needs and expectations.  

 
4.  Similarly, the project should continue to engage with the government, UN agencies and donors in 

order to understand their expectations around certification and ensure there is ownership and buy-in 
of the final recommendations emerging from the project. 

 
5.  The project should specifically share the detailed findings of the draft core requirements and 

indicators with the CHS process so that stakeholder’s views are considered in the subsequent drafts of 
the standard. 

 
6. The challenges and risks identified through the field research process should be included as specific 

areas for follow up in the next set of case studies.  In particular, the next case studies should include a 
focus on the role of governments, donors and UN agencies and the potential for alignment with 
existing processes to promote accountability, quality and effectiveness in aid efforts. 
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10. Annexes 
Annex 1: Terms of Reference 
 

Certification Review Project 
Terms of Reference: Field Research Process 

Revised 17.02.2014 
 
Purpose of this document 
This document summarises the field research process for the Certification Review project. It gives 
individuals and organisations that will support or participate in the field research activities an 
overview of the project, the purpose and expected outcomes of the field research, and the research 
methodology that will be used to carry out the field research.  
 
Background to the project: 
For the past 18 months, the Certification Review Project has been exploring how certification of 
humanitarian organizations could contribute to greater quality of programmes and accountability 
towards crisis-affected populations and other stakeholders.  The project attempts to build on, learn 
from and improve current approaches to monitor reporting, verification and certification in the 
sector, including HAP. The project aims to identify the key elements that would ensure that any 
certification model for the sector would reinforce quality assurance, performance management and 
accountability processes of individual organisations, and clearly demonstrate an added value to 
humanitarian actions. The expected outcomes of the project are a set of findings and 
recommendations on what the most appropriate and relevant certification model would be for the 
sector and how to achieve it. 
 
The project has developed a draft proposed certification model based on research and feedback 
from stakeholders gathered over the past 18 months on what a successful model might look like. 
Field research in different crisis contexts is now underway with the aim of generating more detailed 
feedback on the usefulness and relevance of the proposed model and generating inputs from 
stakeholders on how to improve it. The field research will help to understand the practical 
implications of certification for organisations, how it could potentially reinforce their own quality and 
accountability systems and generate more information on how certification can contribute (or not) 
to improving humanitarian action.  
 
Field research is not intended as a full-scale pilot test to assess an organisation against proposed 
certification requirements. This is in part because there is on-going debate in the sector on defining 
core standards and assessment criteria. The project also wants to allow more open-ended discussion 
and debate of stakeholders at the country level to explore issues around certification and refine the 
proposed core requirements and indicators based on their own processes and experiences.  
 
More information on the SCHR Certification Review Project can be found at: 
http://schr.info/certification. 
 
Purpose of the field research:  
The purpose of the field research is to test and validate the key assumptions behind the draft 
certification model; namely, that external reporting, verification and certification can contribute to 
improved quality, effectiveness and accountability of humanitarian actions. The field research will 
also help define the most useful, relevant, appropriate approach for certification for the 
humanitarian sector, and contribute this learning to other on-going processes, such as the Core 

http://schr.info/certification
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Humanitarian Standards (CHS) process. 
 

Outputs from the field research will include an in-country debriefing to share preliminary findings 
with the participating organisations (and possibly their stakeholders), and a case study report for 
wide distribution to stakeholders in the sector, and presentation of findings to stakeholders (such as 
IASC weekly meetings). 
 
The outcomes of the field research will help to adapt, refine and improve the current draft model to 
ensure it reflects the needs and expectations of stakeholders at the country level. This will help 
project develop recommendations on the most appropriate, relevant and sustainable model (or 
models) for certification for the sector. 
 
The project expects that the findings will also contribute to current debates on the sector around 
improving aid quality, accountability and effectiveness, work around harmonisation of approaches to 
standards, including the Core Humanitarian Standard process, and issues around verification and 
certification mechanisms. 
 
Approach: 
The project will field test the draft certification model through case studies of four different 
organisations in four different crisis contexts:  

 Ethiopia – Ethiopian Orthodox Church – Development and Inter-Church Aid Commission 
(scheduled for February 16 – February 27) 

 Pakistan – Save the Children (scheduled for March 31 – April 11) 

 Philippines – CAFOD and Caritas Philippines (tentatively scheduled for mid-May) 

 Lebanon – Organisation to be confimed (tentatively scheduled for late April; possibly changed to 
Jordan or Turkey depending on the Syria crisis) 

 
Crisis countries were selected to ensure geographic balance, a mix of different crisis types and 
responses, as well as the potential to assess the potential alignment of the model against national 
level legislation for NGOs or other certification-like systems.  Participating organisations were 
selected to ensure a balance between INGO and NNGO, currently certified (under HAP or a national 
level certification system, for example) and non- certified, members of wider networks, and SCHR 
members. Field research will involve visits of approximately ten days, with additional days for 
document reviews, data analysis and drafting the case study reports. 
 
The main focus of the field research will be on reviewing the participating organisation’s current 
understanding and practices around humanitarian principles, accountability and quality and 
effectiveness, and comparing this to the assessment criteria set out in the draft certification model, 
and then verifying this through field visit to project sites observations and interviews with affected 
people. In addition, the process will generate inputs from various stakeholders, including 
Governments, UN Agencies, other NNGOs and INGOS, and NGO umbrella or coordination or 
certification bodies when in place on the usefulness and relevance of the proposed model. 
 
Deliverables: 
The outcomes of the field research will be four case studies of humanitarian organisations working in 
different crisis contexts that will contribute to:  
 
1. Identifying how participating organisations and their stakeholders understand, apply, measure 

and promote humanitarian principles, quality and accountability in their humanitarian work 
2. Gathering views and perspectives of NGOs and their key stakeholders (including affected people) 

on the potential role of certification in efforts to improve aid quality, effectiveness and 
accountability 
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3. Understanding of how certification could potentially reinforce existing performance 
measurement and accountability systems of individual agencies 

4. Determining how relevant and appropriate the proposed model, core requirements and 
indicators could be aligned to national or other external verification and certification processes 

5. Understanding the practical implications, risks, costs and benefits of certification for different 
humanitarian NGOs and their stakeholders, including the risks of misuse or appropriation of 
certification. 

 
Methodology 
The field research will explore how useful, relevant and appropriate the proposed model is and what 
an ideal, successful model might look like for the sector.  Through the field-testing process, the 
review team will also assess the costs, benefits and implications (including negative ones) associated 
with the proposed model, as well as exploring the feasibility of replicating the model on a wider scale 
in other crisis contexts.   
 
The field research methodology will use a mixed methods approach, based on social audit techniques 
and using draft certification model as a means to focus and guide the research.  A two-member 
research team will facilitate structured, open-ended discussions with key individuals from 
participating organisations and from stakeholders (including affected populations) around how of 
reporting, verification and certification mechanisms could contribute to improved quality, 
effectiveness and accountability.   
 
The process will also include an assessment of existing performance measurement and accountability 
systems used by different organisations, including national governments, to identify areas where 
certification could help reinforce these and address important gaps and mitigate risks of certification. 
 
The learning from each case study will allow for adjustments to the field research methodology, and 
be incorporated into subsequent versions of the model.  The research findings will also form the 
basis for further stakeholder consultations at the global level. 
 
Key research topics: 
Key informant interviews and focus group sessions will use the following over-arching research topics 
to guide discussion. Questions will be adapted to different organisational types (such as certified and 
non-certified under existing processes), and stakeholder groups in order to compare and contrast 
perspectives. 
 
1. Organisational perspectives around quality, accountability and effectiveness 
 The research team will inquire about how the participating organisation and its stakeholders 

understand principled, accountable and effective humanitarian action, and how this relates to 
the proposed model.  

 This will allow the team to test and validate the relevance of the model’s vision, purpose and 
core requirements, identify gaps, and assess the potential for alignment with other processes 
such as the CHS. 

 
2. Internal processes for managing quality, accountability and effectiveness 
 The research team will inquire about how the participating organisation defines, measures and 

reports on quality and accountability and project effectiveness and how this relates to the 
proposed model’s pillars, core requirements and indicators.  

 This will allow the research team to assess the potential for the proposed model to recognise and 
validate internal processes, and how to verify if those processes are applied in practice.  

 It will also provide analysis of the potential costs, benefits and feasibility of aligning and 
integrating the model to reflect these internal processes (or vice versa). 
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3. Review of existing in-country systems, frameworks or legislation to certify humanitarian agencies  
 The research team will review external requirements, including national legislation to regulate 

NGOs, civil society certification mechanisms, or funding/partnership requirements (in particular 
from UN agencies) to assess the degree of alignment to the proposed model.  

 This will provide an analysis of the potential costs, benefits, risks and feasibility of aligning the 
model to reflect these requirements (or vice versa).  

 
4. Potential role and expectations of national governments regarding certification 
 The research team will, to the extent possible, generate inputs from national and local 

authorities on their expectations around certification and their potential role in accepting or 
endorsing any certification model.  

 This will help understand States’ perspectives on certification, and develop strategies to gain 
acceptance and endorsement of any model and mitigate the risks of rejecting (or 
misappropriating) the aims of the model.  
 

5. Potential alignment to the draft certification model’s core requirements and indicators 
 The research team will ask stakeholders questions around the relevance, measurability, 

verifiability and feasibility of the proposed core requirements and indicators.   
 This may be done through more detailed interviews or focus groups sessions with M&E and audit 

experts from NGOs and other stakeholders. 
 To the extent possible, indicators proposed by the IASC AAP and CHS processes will be 

referenced and discussed at the same time for comparison. 
 This information will help the project to refine and prioritise the proposed set of indicators 

and/or define alternative formulations when necessary. 
 
6. Strengths and weaknesses of the proposed model 
 The research team will also inquire around the overall strengths and weaknesses of the proposed 

model, in particular, the proposal of integrating the model into a global reporting framework, 
accreditation of national or regional NGO certification bodies, and other alternative approaches. 

 This may be done through more detailed interviews or focus groups sessions with knowledgeable 
informants from participating NGOs, government regulatory bodies or NGO certification bodies. 

 This information will help the project to refine its analysis of the most appropriate, cost-effective 
and sustainable approach to certification models. 

 
Research process 
 
Organisational and stakeholder mapping: 

 Prior to the field visit, the participating organisation will be asked to identify key internal 
stakeholders that may have relevant inputs to the research topics, as well to identify and map 
their key external stakeholders (government, UN agencies, donors and partners): 

 The research team and/or participating organisation will contact relevant stakeholders in 
advance to inform them of the field research mission, share key project documents, and set 
times for meetings and interviews.  

 
Literature and document reviews 

 When available, key organisational documents (policies, procedures, performance measurement 
systems, accountability frameworks, budgets, etc.) from the participating organisation and other 
stakeholders will be collected and reviewed prior to the field visit to assess the potential 
alignment with the model’s proposed core requirements and indicators and assess the potential 
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costs of implementation for NGOs. This will help guide and orient key informant interviews in the 
field. 

 
Key informant interviews – representatives from key stakeholder groups will be interviewed using a 
semi-structured questionnaire to gather their views and perspectives. Stakeholder groups include: 

o Key staff and management of participating organisations at both a field and HQ level 
o Affected people participating in the organisations’ programmes 
o Partner organisations, with a focus on operational partners 
o Government representatives responsible for coordination of assistance and NGO 

oversight 
o Donors and funders, including government donors and other NGO funders 
o Other NGOs working on humanitarian issues in the country 

 
Focus group sessions – time-permitting, focus groups sessions will be organised with different 
stakeholder groups (or mixed groups, depending on how appropriate) particularly around 
defining/refining SMART indicators aligned to the core requirements. 
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Annex 2: Organisational profile 
 

Organisational Profile 
The Ethiopian Orthodox Church Development and Inter Church Aid 

Commission 
 
The Mission of the Ethiopian Orthodox Church - Development and Inter Church Aid Commission 
(EOC-DICAC) is to assist the disadvantaged communities in Ethiopia to attain self-reliance by tackling 
the root causes of poverty and the organization envisages a just society in which everyone leads a 
quality life. 
 
EOC-DICAC is registered as an Ethiopian Resident Charity by Federal Democratic Ethiopian Charities 
and Societies Agency. They are also certified as a best practice performer among 300 NGOs 
registered under the umbrella Consortium of Christian Relief and Development Association (CCRDA). 
EOC-DICAC implements relief and development intervention according to the Ethiopian Government 
minimum standards. The organisation’s key staff have undertaken HAP training and in turn brought 
the HAP concept and benchmarks to the organisation’s management. EOC-DICAC has also been 
granted a capacity building budget from CCRDA to undertake HAP training. 
 
The organisation’s annual budget ranges from USD$ 14 million to USD$ 20 million depending on 
phasing in and out of new projects. The main beneficiaries are the communities or community 
members who are affected by natural and manmade disasters. During times of resource scarcity, 
DICAC focus on the most vulnerable community members such as children, mothers and pregnant 
women, the elderly and people with health related problems.   
 
The organisation employs 367 people, 63 of who are engaged in humanitarian programming. 
 
EOC-DICAC was implementing six humanitarian-related projects at the time of the study. It is difficult 
for the organisation to estimate how much of their annual budget is used for humanitarian 
programming, as occurrences of disasters and the corresponding refugee influxes are both regular 
and unpredictable. However, at the time of the study they estimated between 25 to 35 per cent of 
the annual budget was allocated to humanitarian assistance. The organisation works in the following 
sectors: 

 Food security/nutrition 

 Protection 

 Shelter 

 Camp management/coordination 

 Water, sanitation & hygiene 

 Healthcare  

 Education 

 Child rights 

 Emergency telecoms 

 Logistics 

 Advocacy 
 
EOC-DICAC receives funding from a range of donors, including the UN international agencies, and 
through ACT Alliance network. 
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Annex 3: Interviewees 
 

List of organisations and individuals interviewed 
 

EOC-DICAC staff 

Name Organisation and position Date 

Archbishop Abba Samuel Ethiopian Orthodox Church (EOC)  18.02 

Dr Agedew Redie Commissioner, EOC-DICAC 17.02/18.02 

Gebreselassie Atsbaha Deputy Head, Development 17.02/19.02 

Mugeta Demalash Head, Water Resources, 17.02/19.02 

Kebede Beyene Head , Finance,  17.02/18.02 

Revd. Tesfaye Regasa Head, Internal Audit 17.02/18.02 

Lemma Chimsa Head, Human Resource 17.02/18.02 

Girma Bekele, Head, Planning, Monitoring and Evaluation 17.02/18.02 

Yilkal Shiferaw, Head, Refugees and Returnees, Child Safeguarding 17.02/19.02 

Rev. Samson Bekele, Head, HIV Prevention and Control 17.02 

Mr. Mitku Ketema, Coordinator, North Shewa Diocese Coordination Office 22.02 

Shewayanesh Tilahaw 
 

Programme Officer, Finance Department, HAP committee 
member 

19.02 

Alemeseged Abreham 
 

Programme Officer, HIV-AIDS programme, HAP committee 
member 

19.02 

Belay Negosse Refugees Programme Officer, Development Department, HAP committee 
member 

19.02 

Girmayeneh Kifefew 
 

 Project Co-ordinator, Robe Coordination Office 22.02 

Musse Bizuayehu 
 

Finance and Accounting Officer, Robe Coordination Office 22.02 

Tigist Tamir, Cashier and Procurement Officer, Robe Coordination Office 22.02 

Mitibu Belema, North Shewa Diocesan Development Programme – Sarowayeu 
Project 

22.02 

Mr Hagos Hailu, Arsi-Robe Coordination Office,  22.02 

   

Community representatives (various project sites) 

Mr. Jemal Kedir, Member, Chefe Kebele WASH Committee 23.02 

Ms. Rahma Keno Member, Chefe Kebele WASH Committee 23.02 

Ms. Zeitu Aman Member, Chefe Kebele WASH Committee 23.02 

Ms. Fanaye Birhane Livelihood project beneficiary, Sedika Kersa, Kebele 23.02 

Mr. Muhamed Ahmed  Irrigation pump beneficiary, Kelisa  Dembel (Wabe) Kebele, 23.02 

Mr. Reed Shevel Irrigation pump beneficiary, Kelisa  Dembel (Wabe) Kebele, 23.02 

Mr. Husen Viad Irrigation pump beneficiary, Kelisa  Dembel (Wabe) Kebele, 23.02 

Mr. Tahir Mehamed Irrigation pump beneficiary, Kelisa  Dembel (Wabe) Kebele, 23.02 

   

Federal and Woreda (district) level  Government Representatives 

Hialeselassie 
Gebremichael 

Monitoring & Support Directorate Director, Federal Charities 
and Societies Agency (CSA) 

20.02 

G.H. Asmelash Aid Agencies Affairs Coordinator, DRMFSS, Federal Ministry of 
Agriculture 

24.02 

Rahel Ashfaw Senior Resource Mobilisation Expert, DRMFSS, Federal Ministry 
of Agriculture 

24.02 

Animut Ayalew Project Appraisal and Evaluation Coordinator, Federal Ministry 
of Health, FRMD 

24.02 

Ato Getu Seg, Deputy Administrator & Head, Robe Woreda Administration 23.02 

Ato Solomon Seyum Deputy Head, Robe Woreda Agricultural Office, Federal 
Ministry of Agriculture  

23.02 
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Ato Zewdu Tadesse, Head, Robe Woreda DRMFSS, Federal, Ministry of Agriculture 23.02 

Ms Almaz Fikadu, Deputy Head, Robe Woreda Water Resource Office, Federal 
Ministry of Water and Mineral Resources 

23.02 

   

Interviews and meetings with NGOS 

David Murphy Country Director, IRC 21.02 

Ayman Omer Country Director, Oxfam 21.02 

Jojo Sunil Kumar Senior Humanitarian Programme Coordinator, Oxfam 21.02 

Shirley McQuen Patterson Humanitarian Coordinator, Save the Children 21.02 

Garth Van't Hul Country Director, CARE Ethiopia 21.02 

   

Janet Cousens Programs & Policy Director, ACT for Peace, Australia 18.02 

Simon Juach Deng International Programmes Coordinator, ACT for Peace, 
Australia 

18.02 

Dr Meshesha Shewareg Executive Director, Consortium of Christian Relief  & 
Development Association (CCRDA) 

21.02 

Rolf Hunink Team Leader, ESAP2 (Ethiopia Social Accountability Program 
Phase 2) Management Agency  

21.02 

Lucia Nass Social Accountability Expert, Management Agency, ESAP” 22.02 

   

ACT Alliance Ethiopia Forum meeting 

Rev Torbjörn Toll (Chair) Country Representative, Church of Sweden, Svenska Kyrkan 20.02 

Mads Lindgren Danish Church Aid 20.02 

Seifu Tirfie IOCC 20.02 

Johanna Leppane Finnish Church Aid 20.02 

Heidi Lehto Lutheran World Federation 20.02 

Belay Kebede HEKS 20.02 

Yilikal Shiferaw EOC-DICAC 20.02 

Girma Borishie DASSC 20.02 

Yitka Tegaligne Christian Aid 20.02 

Gelgelo Sado EECMY-DASSC (Makane Yesu Church Dev) 20.02 

Robert ‘Bob’ Hedley  Brot für die Welt 20.02 

Ingunn Brandvoll,  Norwegian Church Aid 20.02 

Christoph Schnieder-
Yattara 

BfdW-EED 20.02 

Tilahun Seifu DASCC 20.02 

(LWF)   

 ACT Alliance meeting (2)  

Sophie Gebreyes Resident Representative, LWF  24.02 

Rev Torbjörn Toll, Swedish Church Aid 24.02 

Seifu Tirfie Country Rep., IOCC 24.02 

Gelgelo Sado DASCC 24.02 

Christoph Schneider-
Yattara 

Brot für die Welt 24.02 

   

HINGO Meeting 

 Pending attendance list  

  

 

United Nations Agencies 

Peter Salama Country Representative, UNICEF 24.02 

Purnima Kashyap, Senior Deputy Country Representative, WFP Ethiopia 24.02 

Jutta Neitzel  Head, Nutrition & Education Section, WFP Ethiopia 24.02 

Hakan Tongul,  Head of Programmes, WFP Ethiopia 24.02 
??? Monitoring and reporting officer, WFP Ethiopia 24.02 
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Mike McDonagh, Head of Office, OCHA Ethiopia   24.02 

J.O. Moses Okello Country Representative, UNHCR Ethiopia 24.02 

Joseph Nthike Mbithi Senior Programme Officer, UNHCR Ethiopia 24.02 

 

 


