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Emergency aid can play a 
significant role in slow onset 
emergencies because agencies 
have more time to prepare and 
analyze the needs of the vulnerable 
communities. Acting as soon as the 
alert is raise may prevent further 
risks or lessen the impact on the 
ongoing emergency....but it’s harder 
to measure success and impact.” 

- Start member in headquarters
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Start Fund: Learning from  
Slow-Onset Crises

The Start Fund is a multi-donor pooled rapid-response fund that initiates disbursement of humanitarian 
finance within 72 hours. It is collectively owned and managed by the Start Network members, a group of 
42 national and international aid agencies from five continents. The fund was officially launched on 1st April 
2014 and has an annual disbursement of approximately £11 million (GBP). It is designed to fill gaps in the 
humanitarian funding architecture in three main areas: underfunded small to medium scale crises; forecasts of 
impending crises; and spikes in chronic humanitarian crises.

This review is one in a series of learning products developed by the Start Fund Monitoring, Evaluation, 
Accountability and Learning (MEAL) team with the intention of providing actionable recommendations to 
improve decision making at the project, crisis and system level1. Evidence and learning for the Start Fund is 
provided by World Vision UK.

1 This learning product was led by Lydia Tanner, an independent consultant with input from a reference group made up of Start Fund 
committee members and subject matter experts and explores what the Start Fund has learnt about responding to slow-onset crises. A more 
detailed version of is learning product is available at: https://start-network.box.com/v/slowonsetlearningreview

ORGANISING SOAP, WATER PURIFICATION TABLETS, 20 LITRE BUCKETS, AND JERRY CANS FOR 
DISTRIBUTION IN BELEDWEYNE DISTRICT, SOMALIA. ALERT 075 
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This review aims to understand how the 45-day funding window is best used to respond to a slow-onset 
emergency, which is “one that emerges gradually over time, often based on a confluence of different events.”2 
The review explores projects implemented in response to three types of climate-related slow-onset disasters: 
extreme temperatures (including winterisation), food insecurity, and drought. These disasters present unique 
challenges because they are chronic, multi-faceted, and have multiple underlying causes.

FIGURE 1: START FUND RESPONSES TO SLOW-ONSET EMERGENCIES BETWEEN APRIL 2014 AND JULY 
2017

The Start Fund has implemented 45 projects in response to 18 activations during slow-onset disasters, 
reaching more than 854,000 people (between April 2014 and August 2017). The projects were implemented 
by 16 agencies across 14 countries. In total, 53% of projects included a food security and livelihoods 
component, 49% included a WASH component and 24% included a nutrition component. Less frequent were 
projects involving health (10%), protection (7%) and shelter (7%) activities.

Project activities fell into four categories: assessment and early warning; meeting immediate needs; longer-
term water security and health of livestock. The 45-day response window and relatively small grants present 
particular constraints in slow onset emergencies. The rapid nature of 45-day responses means that there is an 
emphasis on simple projects to address immediate negative coping mechanisms and vulnerability among the 
most severely affected households. Most agencies thought that the fund prohibited infrastructure projects like 
irrigation or water storage.
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FIGURE 2: ACTIVITIES IMPLEMENTED IN SLOW-ONSET RESPONSE PROJECTS 

2OCHA (2011) Occasional Policy Briefing Series Brief No. 6: OCHA and slow-onset emergencies
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System level: Are the 45-day window and relatively small funding 
amounts relevant to slow onset crises?
ACTIVATION RATES ARE LOWEST FOR SLOW-ONSET DISASTERS. There have been 18 activations of the 
Start Fund in slow-onset disasters, representing a 51% activation rate (compared to a 70% activation rate for 
other disasters). Interviews with members suggest that there are five reasons for the low activation rate:

1. Uncertainty about the Fund’s niche in slow onset emergencies.

2. A poor understanding of the role of anticipation alerts in slow-onset disasters.

3. Slow-onset disasters have a wide (and sometimes unknown) geographic spread and have no standard 
definition.

4. Uncertainty over when to raise the alert because accessing data can be difficult, and slow-onset disasters 
occur in settings where water shortages or food insecurity becomes normalised.

5. Decision-makers struggle to assess the potential impact of small allocations in large chronic emergencies.

MEMBERS THINK RESPONDING TO SLOW-ONSET DISASTERS IS IMPORTANT, BUT THERE IS UNCERTAINTY 
ABOUT THE FUND’S NICHE. The project reports indicate that vulnerable households are reached, that 
agencies are able to fill short-term funding gaps, and that funding provides a ‘springboard’ for future work. 
However, the impact of the fund is seen as more limited in long-term, large-scale crises.

MOTHERS AND THEIR CHILDREN BEING TREATED FOR MALNUTRITION OUTSIDE A HEALTH CENTRE IN 
HODH ECH CHARGUI, MAURITANIA. ALERT 039 MAURITANIA (DROUGHT). ACTION AGAINST HUNGER.

DECISION-MAKING GUIDANCE IS USED INCONSISTENTLY. The flexibility of this process is important for 
a timely response. However, by clarifying guidance and setting some basic definitions and parameters, the 
Fund would have greater assurance that decisions are being made more consistently. Interviews suggest that 
guidance on the niche of the fund should be developed and communicated through the committee meetings; 
in particular, what constitutes a spike or uptick in a chronic emergency.
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Crisis level: When should the Start Fund be activated?
THE START FUND CAN AND SHOULD ALERT CLOSER TO PEAKS. The first challenge is issuing timely alerts. 
There were four cases where the learning review concluded that the alert could have been issued weeks or 
even months earlier. The causes of delays included internal discussions, a lack of insight on the anticipatory 
window, and a lack of specific needs assessment data being available.

THE BEST POSSIBLE TIME TO INTERVENE VARIES ACCORDING TO THE CONTEXT. For example, in Somalia, 
interviewees advocated that an alert should be raised 5-6 months after a failed rainy season with activities 
that prepare communities for two possible future scenarios: 1) if rains come, and 2) if rains fail. Interviewees in 
Timor-Leste stated that drought alerts should be raised in advance of the rainy season. 

Moreover, during drought, Dzud or famine, vulnerability of a population is a result not just of the most recent 
event, but of the cumulative impact of multiple previous events. For example, when livelihoods fail to recover 
after a drought or other slow-onset event, a subsequent event, even if less severe, can push them more quickly 
into a situation of acute humanitarian need.

Timely slow-onset response therefore benefits from strong early warning systems. Some agencies described 
mechanisms to trigger their response, including use of the Start Network’s FOREWARN system and various 
approaches to data collection and monitoring. HOWEVER, OVERALL, AGENCIES LACKED RELIABLE 
TRIGGERS FOR SLOW-ONSET ALERTS AND TOOK AN AD-HOC APPROACH TO ALERTING THE START 
FUND.

Agencies therefore emphasise the importance of the Start Fund supporting data collection. Such data might 
also inform advocacy work with donors, UN agencies and national governments, facilitate future funding and 
enable better learning.

HANDICAP INTERNATIONAL STAFF CONDUCTING A HOME VISIT IN NORTHERN PROVINCE, SRI LANKA. 
ALERT 060 SRI LANKA (ANTICIPATION OF FLOODING). HANDICAP INTERNATIONAL.
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Project level: What is an effective slow-onset response?
At the project level, agencies noted that RAPID-RESPONSE FUNDS SHOULD BE USED TO ‘BRIDGE A 
GAP.’ Agencies described using the Start Fund as a “springboard” to begin implementing, develop MEAL 
components to facilitate data collection, and for advocacy work. Start funding does not always lead directly 
to other funds, but it can allow agencies the opportunities to demonstrate the ability to deliver a specific 
intervention within a specific locality. In slow-onset responses, advocacy can be an important way of 
combining actions to address an emergency with measures to address underlying causes and trends.

The study suggests four factors that must be considered within an effective slow-onset response:

1. ACCOUNT FOR WIDE GEOGRAPHIC REACH. Slow-onset disasters are often characterised by their wide 
geographic reach, often leading to regional crises beyond the border of a single country. Reports state 
that agencies are underestimating the amount of money required to reach rural populations scattered 
over large geographical areas. This has led to insufficient budgets for transportation, as well as community 
members having to pay to reach distribution points further away, which risks the most vulnerable people 
missing out on assistance.

2. ACCOUNT FOR DELAYS ARISING FROM INSECURITY, ACCESS, LACK OF GOODS IN THE MARKET, AND 
POPULATION MOVEMENTS. Agencies experienced particular logistical difficulties in disseminating timely 
information to herders in remote locations in both Dzud and drought crises.

3. IMPROVE INTER-AGENCY COLLABORATION TO TACKLE CHALLENGES ASSOCIATED WITH 
GEOGRAPHIC COVERAGE AND TO COMPLEMENT EXTERNAL MECHANISMS. Agencies collaborated to 
coordinate activities, share supply chains, and mitigate for potential project delivery ‘cliffs’ at the end of 
the 45-day funding window. Members recommended looking for ways to increase shared procurement 
processes in slow-onset scenarios, including through DRR INGO coordination mechanisms. 

4. ENSURE HIGH LEVELS OF COMMUNITY INVOLVEMENT. In slow-onset disasters, local knowledge and 
traditional adaptation can be drivers of response. For example, in Indonesia, Save the Children noted that 
the project benefited from being implemented by a mixed team, with the majority of staff being recruited 
locally, with an understanding of the local language, political context and geographic terrain of the 
operations

CONSORTIUM MODELS have proven to be effective in delivering responses across large geographical areas 
during a slow-onset crisis. Agencies argued that efficient consortiums must be established before the Start 
Fund alert and recommended that consortium models require agencies to demonstrate that they have 
prepared clearly defined beneficiary selection criteria and fund disbursement channels. However, as identified 
in the Start Fund’s external evaluation, there are risks that agencies working in large consortiums pre-agree 
the response before alerts are raised. 
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Conclusions 
Slow-onset disasters are often poorly defined in time and geography. This presents unique challenges to the 
Start Fund: activation rates are low and members have different perspectives on the Fund’s niche within these 
crises. However, this learning review also demonstrates the positive contributions that have been made in 
underserved slow-onset disasters such as in Timor-Leste, Mongolia and parts of Somalia and Central America.

The 2017 evaluation proved helpful in clarifying the Start Fund’s niche: its ability to complement other funding 
mechanisms and funding streams by virtue of being faster to act; and its specific intent to deliver funding to 
under-served or neglected emergencies.

The evaluation has informed current changes in the structure of the Start Fund. However, the Start Fund 
must also consider how its niche is delivered in slow-onset crises. In particular, this means building member’s 
understanding of the types of slow-onset crises in which the Fund has a strategic value and then ensuring that 
this niche informs decisions on allocation and project selection. At the same time, this would help clarify areas 
of overlap between the normal Start Fund and the Drought Financing Facility and to increase understanding 
of how the two can work together. 

The first step is to clarify a shared definition of slow-onset crises. This learning review adopts the definition 
from UN OCHA “one that does not emerge from a single, distinct event but one that emerges gradually over 
time, often based on a confluence of different events.” 3 For now, the Start Fund considers drought, food 
insecurity, winterisation and the secondary emergencies that arise in these contexts within its understanding 
of slow-onset disasters. 

An important component of the Start Fund’s future work will be to develop crisis thresholds for alerts - such 
as the number of people with unmet needs - which will facilitate timely decision-making. The Start Fund 
should consider slow-onset crises specifically within this work. Decision-making on slow onset disasters is 
particularly difficult because of information gaps and because of the difficulties inherent in identifying spikes 
and the scale of unmet needs. It may be necessary to identify a specific scale range and indicator thresholds  
for the countries with the highest rates of slow-onset crises. 

Finally, the anticipation window is an important mechanism for anticipating and mitigating the severity 
of  slow-onset disasters. There are inevitable areas of overlap between the main fund and the anticipation 
fund. Different levels of resilience means that what is experienced as a threat by one household will be a 
crisis to another. Nevertheless, this learning review suggests that the anticipation mechanism needs further 
clarification among some members. It also highlights the importance of members making use of community 
data and forecasting technology to identify disaster triggers. Some members are already making use of early 
warning systems such as Start’s FOREWARN.4 However, the project reports suggest that in some cases alerts 
could be made earlier. 

3 OCHA (2011) Occasional Policy Briefing Series Brief No. 6: OCHA and slow-onset emergencies
4 https://startnetwork.org/start-fund/crisis-anticipation-window

DISTRIBUTION OF FOOD PACKAGES COMPOSED OF MAIZE AND BEANS IN CHOLUTECA, HONDURAS. 
ALERT 053 CENTRAL AMERICA (DROUGHT). CHRISTIAN AID.
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Implications and recommendations 
1. THE START FUND SHOULD DEVELOP INTERNAL DEFINITIONS FOR ‘SMALL TO MEDIUM SCALE’ AND ‘SPIKE’

Guidance on the Start Fund’s niche should be developed to help decision-makers understand considerations for allocation 
meetings and project selection. Guidance could include articulation of the following:

• What constitutes a ‘spike’ or ‘uptick’ in a crises? Are there levels of increase in food insecurity (such as % of Severe 
Acute Malnutrition cases) that should be used to inform allocations? 

• Does ‘small or medium sized’ relate to the geographic scale, the number of people affected or the severity of the 
needs?’

• Does the Start Fund consider crises as a whole, or does it instead consider smaller pockets of a crisis? For example, 
even in a large scale crises like Syria or Somalia, would the Fund identify sub-crises (within a particular theme or 
geographic area) for response?  

2. STRENGTHEN POST-PROJECT DATA COLLECTION TO ADDRESS OUTSTANDING GAPS AND TO CLOSE LEARNING 
FEEDBACK LOOPS

The Fund does not currently have evidence on its impact on slow-onset disasters beyond the 45-day funding window. 
This could be collected through an increase in spot checks (post implementation visits) to observe outcomes after project 
closure. 

3. LENGTHEN ALERT PERIOD FOR BETTER DATA COLLECTION IN SLOW ONSET

In slow-onset crises, members should be encouraged to spend time gathering the necessary secondary data to ascertain 
the geographical spread and severity of the disaster and to identify information gaps. This could be achieved through a 
longer alert period as for anticipatory alerts. 

4. FUND NEEDS ASSESSMENTS

Accurate identification of needs and vulnerabilities is particularly vital during slow-onset emergencies, as they result from 
multiple events over time. Research, including joint rapid needs assessments and market assessments can have crisis-level 
impact by informing advocacy and facilitating future funding. Start should fund or ensure that needs assessments are 
conducted through project activities or via a specific alert-phase mechanism similar to the Analysis for Action grant. 

5. FACILITATE AND PROMOTE GREATER INFORMATION SHARING AT ALL PHASES OF THE CRISES

Many of the slow-onset crises examined in this learning review suffered from poor data on the severity and scale of the 
crisis at the onset, and from poor information sharing during the response phase. Information sharing can be strengthened 
in three ways: 

• Facilitate better sharing of forecasting data during elongated pre-alert stage. 

• Increase role in funding rapid multi-sector joint needs assessments as part of project activities. Accurate data 
collection has proved critical for advocating for longer-term solutions and enabling agencies to access follow up 
funding.  

• Incentivise greater coordination with clusters and other response mechanisms which has proved vital for addressing 
geographic shortfalls. For example, agencies should be encouraged to feed into OCHA’s 3W that are used by UN 
Clusters and Working Groups. This could be through recommendations given in project selection or be built into the 
proposal or reporting templates.

6. ACCOUNT FOR GEOGRAPHIC CHALLENGES IN PROJECT DESIGN

A reoccuring theme in project reports is the wide geographic spread of slow-onset disasters. Projects repeatedly 
underestimated costs associated with achieving geographical coverage. Similarly, in several cases, project selection 
committees encouraged agencies to increase the number of beneficiaries reached, but without adequately budgeting for 
the necessary wider geographic reach. Incorporate information on adequate funds for geographical spread in the MEAL 
briefing for allocation meetings.

7. ESTABLISH LINKAGES AND AREAS OF COLLABORATION WITH THE DROUGHT FINANCING FACILITY (DFF) 

Clarify areas of overlap between the Start Fund and the Drought Financing Facility (DFF) to increase understanding of 
how the two can work together and learn from each other. Build upon existing collaborations between the Anticipation 
team and the DFF projects.
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The Start Fund is supported  

by the following donors:

The Start Fund is made better 

through the following partners: 

European Union
Civil Protec�on and
Humanitarian Aid
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