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1. Introduction 

The IFRC-WFP-National Society capacity strengthening initiative was launched in 2017 and 
is being piloted in Burundi, Dominican Republic, Pakistan and Sudan. Additional pilots are 
under preparation in the Pacific and Zimbabwe. The objective of the initiative is to 
demonstrate how WFP and IFRC can work together to strengthen National Societies as 
robust and sustainable institutions, capable of delivering on their mandate and 
contributing to enhanced, local food security capacity.  

A high-level launch meeting of the initiative took place during the WFP Annual Partnership 
Consultation in October 2017. Six months later, the Global Learning Workshop was 
convened to 1) take stock of progress so far; 2) exchange experience across the pilots; 3) 
surface and address challenges; and 4) build a sense of community and a coherent 
approach across the pilots. More than 50 participants from the National Societies, IFRC and 
WFP country offices, regional bureaus and HQs attended the workshop. 

Elisabeth Rasmusson, WFP Assistant Executive Director for Partnerships and Governance, 
opened the meeting by highlighting the distinctive role National Societies often occupy 
between government and civil society, and their unique reach, presence, community trust 
and volunteer base. Elisabeth also noted that many WFP Country Offices are in the process 

of preparing five-year Country 
Strategic Plans so this an 
opportune moment for them 
to explore new capacity 
strengthening partnerships 
with the Red Cross Movement, 
government and civil society. 
Finally, she encouraged the 
attendees to be patient and to 
participate with an open mind 
and a humble approach ready 
to learn from each other. ‘’I 
believe WFP can learn a lot from 
IFRC and the National Societies 
and I believe that you can also 
learn from us in WFP. This really 
is a pilot initiative. You are the 
pilots of the pilot and I 
encourage you all to embrace 
this,’’ said Elisabeth.  

 

2. Stories from the pilots 

The objective of this session was to provide all participants with a common understanding 
of the progress and challenges so far in the pilot countries. The participants worked in 
their respective country, regional, HQ and Partner National Society teams and, in turn, all 
groups met each other and explained the history of pilots and the key turning points, 
achievement and challenges. Several key learnings emerged from this exercise: 

• Recognizing the diverse pilot countries, a key challenge is to ensure a coherent 
approach across pilots while making sure that the investments in National Societies 
remain context-specific.  

• The understanding of what capacity strengthening is sometimes differs between 
countries, organizations and individuals.   

• Further integration of the pilots within the long-term organizational development 
strategies of the National Societies and WFP’s Country Strategic Plans will contribute 
to the sustainability of the initiative. Although this is a two-year pilot, it should take a 
long-term planning perspective (5-10 years).  

• Increasing the involvement of host governments, in particular the National Disaster 
Management agencies, in the pilots and further alignment with capacity 

Elisabeth Rasmusson, WFP Assistant Executive Director, opening the 

workshop. Photo: WFP/Giulio d’Adamo 
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strengthening actions of other UN agencies and Movement actors is important. 
Governments can play an important role in supporting and advocating for the 
initiative. 

• The understanding of the roles and responsibilities of the wide range of actors 
involved varies between some of the pilots. The roles of the WFP and IFRC regional 
offices and the Partner National Societies require specific clarification.  

• Limiting the scope of the partnership can be a challenge. National Societies often 
have a very broad mandate, whereas WFP’s mandate is more narrowly focused on 
SDG 2 (food security and nutrition) and SDG 17 (partnerships).  

• There is a risk of overburdening National Societies. How do National Societies 
balance being partners of choice to WFP and other UN agencies while at the same 
time addressing other needs? 

The stories from the pilots also highlighted some country-specific lessons, including:  

Burundi: The pilot was initially over reliant on trainings and focused only on strengthening 
the programmatic capacity of the National Society. However, as the Organization Capacity 
Assessment Certification (OCAC) of the National Society was completed in 2017, the 
country team used the findings of the assessment to redesign the pilot and prioritise 
organization development activities.  

Dominican Republic: The IFRC sub-regional office was relocated to Dom Rep in January 
2018 and the permanent presence of IFRC in the country has helped move the pilot 
forward, in particular on issues around baseline assessment and project design. There is 
particular regional interest in the pilot and a successful project in Dom Rep can open the 
doors for similar partnerships between WFP and the Movement in the region. 

Pakistan: Ensuring a common understanding of the roles and responsibilities and the 
funds management modalities has been a priority in Pakistan. The National Society and 
WFP signed an MoU in early 2017 before the launch of the pilot. While the MoU will remain 
in effect, a new agreement will be signed between IFRC, PRCS and WFP to clarify the 
responsibilities of the actors in the pilot.   

Sudan: The first phase of the pilot is focused on supply chain capacity strengthening. 

Participants discuss experiences with capacity strengthening of National Societies. Photo: WFP/Jonas Lossau 
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However, the preparation of a National Society Development strategy will allow for greater 
focus on organisation development and alignment with activities of other Movement and 
UN actors in the second phase.   

Zimbabwe: The activities will only start in July 2018 and will likely be mainly funded by the 
EU (ECHO). A broad set of Movement actors, including the National Society, IFRC, British 
and Finnish Red Cross will be involved through a consortium approach.  

 

3. Capacity strengthening – from theory to practice 

This session explored IFRC’s National Society Development framework and WFP’s approach 
to country capacity strengthening. The session highlighted past experiences with capacity 
strengthening of National Societies, which were summarized in the two scenarios below.   

The participants considered how to avoid a focus on trainings as the main capacity 
strengthening modality and the importance of considering the enabling environment 
around the National Societies in the design of capacity strengthening strategies. They also 
discussed how to align WFP’s ‘‘doer mentality’’ with the approach of IFRC and long-term 
needs of National Societies.   

The participants also reviewed two draft guidance documents: a proposed outcome 
mapping for the initiative and a guidance on starting a new capacity strengthening 
partnership. Based on the example in Burundi, the participants also discussed how the 
baseline assessment can draw on the OCAC process, if available, and other existing 
assessments of National Society capacity. The pros and cons of earmarking a minimum of 
20% of the funding for the pilots for investment in the institutional capacity/organizational 
development as opposed to programmatic capacities were also discussed.  

 

http://www.ifrc.org/Global/Documents/Secretariat/201505/1269801-NSD%20framework%202013-EN-LR.pdf
http://capacitydevelopment.manuals.wfp.org/en/CCS/
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4. Cash-based transfers – early lessons from the initiative 

This session explored the cash transfer programming dimension of the partnership and 

focused on opportunities for National Societies to strengthen their capacities in order to 

manage risks and respond to crises. The session was led by Tahir Nour, WFP’s Chief of 

Market Access Programmes and Caroline Holt, Manager of IFRC’s Global Cash Team. Tahir 

highlighted that WFP in 2017 reached its highest total ever in terms of cash-based 

transfers with USD 1.3 billion (30% of total WFP assistance) transferred to beneficiaries in 

60 countries, up from USD 854 million in 2016 and only USD 10 million in 2009. At the 

same time, he stressed that the objective for WFP is not to increase the cash-based 

transfer caseload but to use the transfer modality that will deliver the most optimal 

outcomes for the targeted beneficiaries.   

Caroline emphasized that cash transfer programming, just like the National Society 

Capacity Strengthening Initiative, was about going beyond business as usual. She 

highlighted the unique global reach of IFRC and its potential to scale-up implementation of 

cash transfer programming and noted that, in essence, cash is providing dignity, choice 

and decision-making to beneficiaries. The session also featured interventions by Barbara 

Pfister from the British Red Cross who highlighted the ongoing cash readiness 

transformation of the Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement. Jonathan Brass, Lead 

Consultant, presented the preliminary findings of his study comparing IFRC’s and WFP’s 

approaches to cash preparedness in support of the pilots. Several key issues, questions 

and lessons emerged from the discussion:   

• The challenge is doing cash at scale. Speed for a National Society can be relatively 
quick (zero non-negotiables and small scale), but they often have challenges in doing 
cash at scale. WFP sometimes struggle with speed at the beginning (many non-
negotiables, especially in terms of analysis) but scale is huge. 

• For an effective partnership, it is important for WFP to focus on the development of 
National Society capacities in key areas of need while recognizing its contributions as 
a partner of choice. WFP should look at ways of adapting its communication so that it 
is recognized as a facilitator or enabler of assistance, while National Societies are 
credited as an implementer. 

• Cash capacity strengthening is not just about trainings. There is a need to enable the 
environment and people for a change to the system to happen and then enable 
these systems (data collection etc.).  

• The engagement must be kept at a strategic level. It is easy for National Societies to 
reverse back to seeing WFP only as a donor.  

• The measurement of any improvements in the cash readiness of National Societies is 
a challenge.    

• There is a need to better optimize the auxiliary role of National Societies in cash-
transfer programming. 

 

5. Critical issues and possible solutions 

During this session, participants discussed the critical issues that had emerged through the 
workshop and explored practical solutions to these challenges. Some of the key issues 
discussed were:    

• A ‘’copy and paste approach’’ to the implementation will not work. The approaches 
must be context-specific and National Society-led if they are to be sustainable.  

• New guidance is needed on a number of issues such as funds management and 
agreements at country-level.  
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• The roles and responsibilities of all actors involved in the initiative, in particular the 
roles of the WFP and IFRC regional offices and the Partner National Societies, should 
be clarified through global guidance and SOPs at country-level, as needed.  

• Even though seed funding from WFP is only available for the first two years of the 
initiative, the pilots should adopt a long-term perspective to the project design. 

• Ensuring dedicated staff at country-level to coordinate the project implementation is 
crucial. This has been a key factor in the progress of the Burundi pilot. 

• A stronger effort must be made by country teams to ensure that organisational 
development activities are mainstreamed from the outset and that the different 
programmatic components are linked rather than implemented in isolation.   

• Based on the positive involvement of the British, Canadian and Finnish Red Cross in 
some pilots, more systematic coordination with Partner National Societies and other 
members of the Movement at country and global level is encouraged. The National 
Societies’ annual partnership meetings can be an opportunity to inform all relevant 
actors about the initiative and highlight support needs to Partner National Societies.   

• The learnings from the pilots will be of interest for other countries and other UN and 
Movement actors. The lessons from the pilots should be documented regularly and 
the replicability of the capacity strengthening collaboration considered.  

 

6. Next steps 

Leadership engagement: 

• The key outcomes of the workshop will be presented to the leadership of IFRC and 
WFP for their validation and direction.  

Guidance:  

• New guidance will be prepared on a number of issues, including country-level 
agreements, funds management, capacity strengthening approach and roles & 
responsibilities. This new guidance will be based on the lessons from the first pilots 
and complement the ‘’not business as usual’’ guidance and global concept note which 
outline the vision, key objectives and principles of the partnership.  

• The draft outcome mapping and guidance for new pilots will be revised based on the 
feedback received during the workshop.  

• The new, updated and existing guidance will be collected in a compendium or 
handbook for the initiative, which will be regular updated to reflect the ongoing 
learnings from the partnership. All new guidance documents will be shared with the 
country, regional and HQ teams for input before they are finalized.  

Knowledge management:  

• The Slack platform was encouraged as an online forum to post monthly reports and 
other documents, ask questions and share experiences across the pilots.  

Joint fundraising: 

• The National Society, IFRC and WFP country teams, supported by regional offices and 
HQ, will start fundraising for the continuation of the initiative.  

• IFRC and WFP HQs will identify events where the global initiative can be promoted 
with possible donors and the broader humanitarian community.  

 

7. Background documents  

• Agenda 

• List of participants  

https://docs.wfp.org/api/documents/55d19bbf204346109d69cb435c703894/download/
https://docs.wfp.org/api/documents/c679f71410c84923bf29c8a40032c024/download/
https://join.slack.com/t/ns-wfp-ifrc/shared_invite/enQtMzI1MzYyMDQ0NDgxLWQzMjBmNjdmYjFjY2UwOWM4MjlkNDdmZDEzZDQ5MDY2OTdiMjM2NmI3OTM0YzM0ODMzYzNiNzRhNzNiYWQwZGQ
https://ns-wfp-ifrc.slack.com/files/U8EG1CAM9/FALB9FHCM/global_learning_workshop__ifrc_wfp_ns_capacity_strengthening_initiative_....docx
https://ns-wfp-ifrc.slack.com/files/U8EG1CAM9/FALB98GUD/participants_list_workshop_ifrc-wfp_cap_str_april_2018__final_version.xlsx

