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I. Background  

Since December 2013, with the outbreak of civil conflict, the crisis in South Sudan has devastated the lives 
of millions of South Sudanese and displaced more than 2.3 million people.1 Approximately 1.66 million 
South Sudanese have been displaced internally and over 642,000 have sought refuge in neighboring 
countries. Over 34% of the population of South Sudan, or 3.9 million people, are severely food insecure.2 
 
The conflict has been marked by brutal violence against civilians and deepening suffering across the 
country. Insecurity and active hostilities constrain civilians’ freedom of movement. The major humanitarian 
consequences are widespread displacement due to the violence; high rates of death, disease, and injuries; 
severe food insecurity and disrupted livelihoods; and a major malnutrition crisis. 
 
A fragile new state before the conflict, crisis has disrupted an already weak service delivery system, 
particularly in those three states most affected by conflict (Upper Nile, Jonglei and Unity). Throughout 
South Sudan, development challenges continue to hinder aid programs due to an underdeveloped 
infrastructure, limited public service capacity, and a constrained economy.  
 
Within the conflict areas, Lakes State has witnessed persistent inter-communal fighting. Many of the 1,200 
schools in Jonglei, Unity, and Upper Nile are closed due to the conflict. Water supply in towns, including 
major hubs such as Bentiu and Malakal, is no longer functioning or accessible to civilians. An estimated 184 
health facilities in the three conflict states have either been destroyed, are occupied, or are no longer 
functioning. Displacement due to violence continues, and the populations’ access to humanitarian 
assistance is hindered by the suspension of static response operations.3  
 
Since February 11, 2014, South Sudan has been operating as a Level 3 emergency, or a system-wide crisis. A 
L3 declaration is based on the analysis of five criteria: scale, complexity, urgency, capacity, and reputational 
risk. 
 
 

II. Scope of Mission  
 
As a follow up to the continued extension of the L3 status, and upon the invitation of the NGO Forum of 
South Sudan, InterAction team members Julien Schopp and Patricia McIlreavy4 traveled to South Sudan 
from October 28, 2015 through November 9, 2015. Visiting both Juba and Nyal, the team reviewed 
humanitarian practice and policy issues, including inter-agency response leadership, NGO coordination 
structures, the implementation of L3 and Operational Peer Review (OPR) recommended actions, access 
negotiations and constraints,  and staff duty of care. 
 
Key components of this review included gaining a better understanding of the field realities within South 
Sudan, especially the effectiveness and inter-linkages of coordination mechanisms, and the balance of 
these mechanisms with the implementation of a response. Specifically to the NGOs, InterAction staff 
attempted to get a sense of whether the NGO community was being engaged appropriately within the 
implementation of the Transformative Agenda. 

                                                           
1
 OCHA, South Sudan Bi-weekly Update, 6 November 2015 

2
 South Sudan IPC Food Security and Nutrition Analysis, September 2015 

3 NGO reports / Flash Update, Protection Situation in Southern and Central Unity, (September – October 2015) 
4
 Schopp is InterAction’s Director for Humanitarian Practice. McIlreavy is Senior Director for Humanitarian Policy. 
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Within this report, written by the mission participants, InterAction provides observations, key findings and 
recommendations for South Sudan and the wider Inter-Agency Standing Committee (IASC).  
 
 

III. South Sudan Mission Observations and Findings 
 

Leadership 
 
Main Observations 
 
The leadership of the South Sudan response must be seen in the context of the expulsion of the prior 
Humanitarian Coordinator, and the desire of the United Nations to rebuild its relations with the 
Government of South Sudan. It is too early to evaluate the success of this strategy of re-engagement, but it 
is essential to be aware of this context when examining the current humanitarian leadership in South 
Sudan. Furthermore, the new Humanitarian Coordinator practices a different style of leadership than his 
predecessor, resulting in the perception by some that he may lack commitment to proactively take action 
on thorny humanitarian issues. Conversely, the NGOs, both at the individual and collective level, do not 
seem to maintain sufficient interactions with the UN leadership in South Sudan.  
 
It was regularly noted that the advocacy and liaison role of the Deputy Humanitarian Coordinator (DHC) 
amongst actors within the response was critical and appreciated. NGO and UN interlocutors both made a 
strong request that, regardless of L3 status, a continuation of the DHC position should be considered when 
the current holder of the position departs at the end of 2015. It is also worth acknowledging that 
recruitment for such a position is expected to be complicated, and that further evaluation may be needed 
to ensure that, if continued, this post retains its added value with clear roles and responsibilities. 
 
On leadership more generally, there was a general consensus that the level of experience amongst 
humanitarian actors in South Sudan was in stark contrast with the daily demands of such a complex 
operational environment. NGO headquarters need to ensure that their leadership in-country is provided 
the support and resources required to manage the response in South Sudan.  
 
Recommendations  
 

 The Humanitarian Coordinator and the NGO leaders in South Sudan should clearly define mutual 
expectations and engage in additional formal and informal connections, with the goal of building 
alliances and proactively guiding each other on expectations. This is especially critical at a time when 
the operational and security environment for NGOs in South Sudan continues to deteriorate, 
potentially hindering their ability to implement an effective response.  

 The Deputy Humanitarian Coordinator position should be renewed for one year, the incumbent having 
a strong humanitarian background, preferably from an operational role within a complex or protracted 
emergency. It is also envisioned that this position would require substantial in-country travel. 

 NGO Headquarters and support staff should critically review their operations and commit to develop 
capacity and institutional memory within country offices, ensure pre-deployment training, especially on 
issues affecting South Sudan and its architecture, and ensure field sites are adequately supported, 
especially with appropriate living and working conditions for staff.    
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Humanitarian Country Team (HCT) 
 
Main Observations 
 
The majority of HCT participants interviewed stated that they found value in the HCT, yet recognized that it 
was not currently a strategic decision-making body. Our observation of the meeting, and one we queried 
with participants, was that it primarily served as a forum for updates, which are in turn repeated in other 
forums such as the Inter-Cluster Working Group (ICWG).  
 
The differing understandings of the HCT’s purpose and the varying approaches to participation were 
surprising, especially considering the role South Sudan’s structure played only a few years ago in guiding 
the Transformative Agenda. Specifically, the “individual accountabilities to the collective response” 
approach is not evident, and regretfully, indications are that those with the choice to step outside the 
collective do so purposefully, and at times with the support of their agency. InterAction was told that inter-
agency mechanisms are supported when of benefit, e.g. the L3 declaration and its accompanying measures, 
and are ignored when deemed of no consequence or disagreed with, e.g. the OPR recommended actions. 
 
Additionally, the role of the donors on the HCT, while noted as of value by most participants, remains 
problematic in InterAction’s opinion. It is worthy to note that South Sudan is unique in providing an equal 
three-tiered representation on the HCT (1/3 of seats each to UN, NGOs, and donors). While the 
contributions of the donors to the HCT are appreciated and meaningful, there is a tendency for their 
presence and vocal participation to be used as an ‘intermediary’ or ‘back channel’ by both the UN and 
NGOs. In our view, this runs a risk of inhibiting open, transparent, and strategic discussion on response 
issues, especially potential advocacy asks of donor countries themselves.     
 
An important test of the HCT will be the finalization of the 2016 Humanitarian Response Plan (HRP). 
Strenuous inter-agency efforts have been made to tighten up and prioritize the response within the HRP, 
yet at the time of InterAction’s visit, there was openly expressed concern that agency interests, either 
directly or via cluster pressure, would push against the sought transparent decision-making. 
 
Recommendations  
  

 Considerations should be given to different models of HCT meetings, for instance alternating meetings 
in which donors are present or not and adapting the agendas accordingly. This should be done while 
considering the lessons learned from the attempted participant shift for the HCT in Khartoum.  

 Further accountability to the Inter-Agency processes and products should be implemented, by donors 
as well as by IASC Principals. South Sudan demonstrates that it remains too easy to “get away” with an 
agency agenda, with the implicit support of donors, while providing lip service to collective response.      

 
 

Coordination 
 
Main Observations  
 
InterAction acknowledges that efforts have been made to curb the frequency of certain meetings, however 
the architecture designed to support the response for the people of South Sudan has become overly 
burdensome and focused on itself. Meetings have repetitive agendas, and consume too much time of 
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leadership, technical and program staff in their preparation, consultation, and participation. Lengthy 
processes are not well-understood and many report taking part ‘just to be on safe side’ of funding 
decisions. Others reported stopping active participation as they have to “focus on their operations” or, 
more bluntly, as they see much of it as “fiddling while Rome burns”. Furthermore, an unintended 
consequence of the heavy coordination structures and bureaucracy of Juba is that very few engaged within 
them reported an ability to travel regularly to the field, and even then, most reported visits to PoC locations 
rather than areas under-served by the collective humanitarian response. 

 
Clusters have a heavy staffing structure, and while no complaints were filed regarding the cost and 
potential inefficiencies of this, it was noted that the weight of the structures hindered inter-cluster 
coordination, both at leadership and monitoring levels. Additionally, certain clusters were reported to be 
overly driven by lead agency agendas or funding priorities, resulting in disharmony at best and dysfunction 
at worst. More effort needs to be made to ensure that Cluster Lead Agencies (CLAs) act as an equitable 
participant within the cluster for which they hold leadership responsibilities. Cluster Coordinators working 
towards inclusivity and a collective approach need to be safeguarded from home agency intimidation. This 
is of particular concern in South Sudan, due to the pivotal role clusters play in the decisions around 
allocations from the well-resourced Pooled Fund mechanism, and the need for them to be independent 
arbitrators to ensure trust in the system’s decisions.  
 
Additionally, NGO co-leadership in the clusters has been rolled out as a pro-forma model across all clusters, 
and sub-clusters, in South Sudan. Very few were able to demonstrate the operational value of this resource 
heavy coordination structure beyond a few personality-based examples. Turnover was reported to be 
extremely high amongst the cluster leadership in general, and the NGO co-lead was often defined more as 
capacity strengthening than a reflection of mutual interdependency.  
 
Recommendations  
 

 The Humanitarian Coordinator should task a small group of in-country actors to conduct a full review of 
the purpose, composition, and agendas of all meetings held under the auspices of the IASC. 

 Cluster Lead Agencies should safeguard and provide sufficient space to their Cluster Coordinators. 

 Pooled funds should be prioritized for national actors and to fill gaps in international NGO field-level 
programming. Since the UN already benefits from both the CERF and very robust bilateral funding 
streams, UN agencies should be excluded from pooled funds.   

 NGOs should review their roles as co-cluster leads and either reclaim the role as it was designed or 
forfeit their function altogether.  

 
 

Access 
 
Main Observations 
 
While a lack of humanitarian access was a constant refrain for many of the actors in South Sudan, it is 
important to recognize that it is, by far, the L3 country with the greatest amount of humanitarian access at 
time of writing. The sheer volume of air assets, both shared and independent, appears to overwhelm the 
airport’s capacity. Additionally, staffed OCHA access and UNDSS security units are able to provide clear 
procedures and assurances for travel. Similarly, while the Government of South Sudan and the Sudan 
People’s Liberation Movement-in-Opposition present challenging bureaucratic impediments, it was 
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reported that they can be overcome. However, it is the very nature of the common assets that may cause 
some of the problems. 
 
It was reported to InterAction that the UN agencies with independent assets often firewall their 
information, sharing in a controlled manner, yet questioning the legitimacy of other organizations that 
choose to do the same.  
 
NGOs have sought collective creative solutions to promote more permanent field presence in conflict 
zones, which they believe provide better outcomes for beneficiaries than the multiplicity of rapid response 
approaches. The NGOs working in conflict zones told InterAction that UN-led access decisions are made too 
often based on “five minutes on the ground, versus an intelligent analysis of data and trends.” If the UN-led 
system is unwilling or unable to allow for a change in protocols to accommodate the NGOs willing to take 
on more risk, support needs to be given independently of the UN structures.  
 
Recommendations  
 

 NGOs need to put more effort in collectively accessing air assets outside of UNHAS’ procedures, 
potentially through the re-allocation of air assets to a collective NGO structure.  

 More needs to be done in terms of bolstering static presence in high risk environments, with an 
increased tolerance for the potential rapid relocation of staff, due to changing security environments, 
rather than an ‘all or nothing’ approach. Rapid response approaches need to be viewed as a short-term 
complement to static field presences, not a long-term alternative. 

 
 

NGO Forum / NGO Voice 
 
Main Observations 
 
NGOs interviewed showed a high appreciation for the services provided by the Forum, especially as related 
to security analysis, analysis of provisions such as the NGO bill, representation and advocacy. Recognition 
needs to be given to the strengthening of the two steering committees, and the new Forum strategy, which 
details priorities, responsibilities, and communications with the wider community. However, it was noted 
that the vast amount of work being done by the Forum was not fully recognized and understood beyond a 
few of its most active members. 
 
Further to this was an acknowledgement by many NGOs, as well as the UN, that the collective NGO voice 
could be more empowered, and more constructively vocal on field realities, their needs, and contribution 
to the overall response. Not only does this impact their power within as well inter-agency discussion and 
decisions, but it also impacts their ability to counteract the tendency of some agencies and the Government 
of South Sudan to put forth a negative narrative regarding NGO capacity and activities, in an effort to 
further their own centrality. This was especially visible to NGOs in how some UN agencies do not credit 
their NGO partners’ key role in program implementation. 
 
Recommendations 
 

 The NGO Forum should define a clear strategy for engagement with certain key actors, and explore 
how to frame their ‘asks’ into collaborative win-wins. 



IA Mission Report: An NGO Perspective on the Response to the South Sudan Crisis   6 | P a g e  

 The NGO Forum should challenge its Steering Committees to define a collective communication 
strategy, to broaden the awareness on the breadth of the NGO contribution to the humanitarian 
response and share it more actively in inter-agency fora, both at country and global levels.    

 
 

Other  
 
Main Observations 

 
“Bearing Witness” 
Due recognition must be given to the disparate efforts undertaken by the NGO Forum, the protection 
cluster, ICRC and MSF to raise the alarm regarding the continuing attacks on civilians, particularly in Unity 
State and Upper Nile, as well as the decreasing security in Juba for aid workers. It must also, however, be 
noted that the silence of the greater collective is deafening. While some stated that the silence was 
potentially due to the ‘frog in boiling water’ effect, many others, especially NGOs, noted a fear of 
organizational or personal retribution. Others queried why take the risk, as the media wasn’t interested. 
Overall, many of the actors appeared to be resigned to just “running the operation” without any 
compulsion to speak out on the situation, even discretely, so as to fulfill the mandate of their organizations.    
 
Risk and Security 
Of additional concern is the perception – noted by several to the InterAction team – that if MSF was not 
present in a volatile site in which there were clear humanitarian needs, it was unsafe, and even 
irresponsible, for other actors to consider being present. MSF was referred to as the ‘canary in the coal 
mine’ as regards to staff safety and risk tolerance. This is an impossible measure to be utilizing and caution 
is needed against this simplistic analysis. MSF themselves were surprised that their own programming 
decisions would be used by others as a yardstick, and felt that this went against their very calls for 
additional field presence by other principled humanitarian actors. 
 
Sexual Misconduct 
The humanitarian response in South Sudan is characterized by a predominance of young, multicultural 
humanitarian staff, often working in stressful and congested environments. An indirect result of this, as well 
as the added close presence of peacekeeping forces in the PoC sites, is a culture of tolerated sexual 
harassment that sometimes transforms itself into sexual violence. Many in the humanitarian leadership, 
however, consider this more as an organizational liability problem than a real staff care issue that can be 
addressed and mitigated, starting with recognizing its prevalence.       
 
Recommendations  
 

 The international community must recognize and speak out on what is truly occurring in South Sudan, 
to both the South Sudanese civilians and those who are there to assist.  

 Vigilance is required to recognize the diversity of mandates, approaches, and risk thresholds, and to 
ensure that an enabling and safe working environment is supported for all actors. 

 Humanitarian agencies, as well as UNMISS, should ensure that all the policies and protocols, internal 
and inter-agency, related to sexual harassment and Prevention of Sexual Abuse and Exploitation (PSEA) 
are implemented and widely disseminated within the community.  
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V. Concluding Remarks  

The issues reported to and observed by the InterAction team during their South Sudan mission highlight 
that current international coordination structures and processes continue to be pervious to individual 
personalities and organizational priorities. To the outside observer, South Sudan’s experienced and 
numerous humanitarian actors should have been well-able to manage the collective step-change required 
of the L3 declaration, if not within a few months, at least within the space of the first year.  
 
While individual organizations are able to demonstrate having played – and continuing to play – a 
substantial role within the response, and considerable programmatic achievements within a complex 
response, it is unclear if this is due to the collective, or in spite of it. 
 
InterAction calls on the IASC and its donors to examine how best to encourage and incentivize collective 
action, including simplying structures and defining simpler and more flexible processes and deliverables.  
 
The humanitarian architecture was developed to promote better results by defining more effective 

collective working modalities. We must recognize it as a support for the humanitarian response, and not an 

end to itself. 
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VI. Annex  

A. List of Bilateral Meetings  
Organization/Agency 

Catholic Relief Services (Director + 2) 

Danish Refugee Council (Director +1) 

Government of Switzerland, Cooperation Office 

Government of the United States, OFDA  

HACO (Humane-Aid for Community Organization), Nyal 

International Medical Corps (Director, Regional Coordinator) 

International Office of Migration (Representative) 

International Rescue Committee (Juba: 4 staff; Nyal: multiple, including program visits) 

Medair (Director) 

Médecins Sans Frontières (4 Heads of Mission, 1 HQ) 

Mercy Corps (Director, Juba; Nyal) 

NGO Forum (multiple) 

Oxfam, Nyal 

Protection Cluster - NGO Co-Lead 

Samaritans Purse 

Save the Children (Director) 

Sign of Hope (Nyal, including program visit) 

UN Deputy Humanitarian Coordinator (+1) 

UN OCHA Access Unit  

UN OCHA Deputy Head of Office, Programs 

UN OCHA Head of Office / Deputy Head of Office, Operations 

UN Resident Coordinator/Humanitarian Coordinator 

UN Special Representative of the Secretary-General 

UN World Food Programme (Representative, Head of Programs + 1) 

UNHCR (Representative, Senior Program Office, Protection Cluster Co-Lead) 

UNICEF (Chief, Field Operations & Cluster Co-Lead, Nutrition) 

UNIDO, Nyal 

WASH Cluster – NGO Co-Lead 

Welthungerhilfe (GAA), Nyal 

World Vision (Director, Operations +2) 

 

B. List of Multilateral Meetings 
Organization/Agency 

NGO Forum – International NGO Steering Committee (6 + 3 Forum Staff) 

World Vision; Medair; Concern; Tearfund; Samaritans Purse; GOAL 

NGO Forum – National NGO Steering Committee (9 + 3 Forum Staff) 

Children Aid South Sudan (CASS); Advocates Coalition for Rights and Development (ADCORD); Solidarity Ministries Africa for 

Reconciliation and Development (SMARD); Smile Again Africa Development Organization (SAADO); Community Agribusiness 

Development Agency (CADA); Afro-Canadian Evangelical Mission (ACEM); South Sudan Grassroots Initiative for Development 

(SSGID); Assistance Mission for Africa (AMA); Global Empowerment for Poverty Alleviation (GEPA) 

Humanitarian Country Team  

Inter-Cluster Working Group  

Donor Roundtable (4: ECHO, DFID, OFDA, Spain) 

Debrief with NGO Forum joint Steering Committee (as above + Nonviolent Peaceforce) 

 


