
	
	
	
	
	

Towards	regionalisation	of	humanitarian	action:	
Islamic	Relief’s	involvement	in	the	Transforming	Surge	Capacity	project	

	
	
	

Case	study	of	the	Transforming	Surge	Capacity	regional	platform	–	June	2017	
	

	
Regional	DRT	member	during	damage	assessment	in	Sindhupal	Chok	–	Nepal.	Picture:	Islamic	Relief.	

	
As	part	of	 the	Transforming	Surge	Capacity	project,	7	 international	humanitarian	NGOs	

have	come	together	 to	 test	out	collaborative	approaches	to	surge	response	 in	 the	Asia	region.	
This	case	study	highlights	how	Islamic	Relief,	one	of	the	platform	partners	moving	towards	more	
regionalised	surge	systems,	has	been	able	to	support	 inter-agency	collaboration	 in	 the	project,	
and	how	it	used	learnings	and	outputs	of	the	project	to	improve	its	own	surge	mechanisms.	
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Why	 regionalisation?	 After	 Typhoon	 Haiyan	
in	 2013,	 Islamic	 Relief	 reflected	 that	 relying	 on	
international	 humanitarian	 personnel	 from	 UK	
headquarters	had	not	been	their	most	viable	source	
of	support	 in	 the	Philippines.	 Instead,	deployments	
from	 within	 Asia	 proved	 to	 be	 quicker,	 less	 costly	
and	 –	 crucially	 –	 more	 beneficial	 to	 recipient	
communities,	 as	 deployed	 staff	 from	 the	 region	
were	 more	 familiar	 with	 the	 Filipino	 culture	 than	
staff	surged	from	headquarters.		
	
This	 argument	 aligns	 with	 a	 recent	 global	 push	 for	
localisation,	 most	 prominently	 voiced	 at	 the	 2016	
World	Humanitarian	Summit.	That	 is,	bringing	 relief	
closer	to	affected	people	to	ensure	the	effectiveness	
and	 appropriateness	 of	 responses.	 As	 the	 world’s	
most	 disaster-prone	 region,	 Asia	 has	 developed	
sophisticated	 national-level	 coordination	
mechanisms,	 but	 also	 provides	 an	 ideal	 testing	
ground	 for	 regionalised	 surge,	 where	 response	
capacities	from	within	Asia	are	used	before	resorting	
to	outside	support.		
	
The	 Transforming	 Surge	 Capacity	 project,	 an	
initiative	from	the	Start	Network,	aims	to	transform	
the	 way	 aid	 agencies	 respond	 to	 emergencies	 by	
making	 surge	more	 collaborative	 and	 localised.	 The	
project’s	 Asia	 Regional	 Platform1,	 of	 which	 Islamic	
Relief	 is	 a	 member,	 is	 testing	 ways	 in	 which	 inter-
agency	 collaboration	 at	 regional	 level	 can	 help	
achieve	this	goal.		
	
This	 case	 study	 highlights	 how	 Islamic	 Relief’s	
regionalisation	journey	aligns	with	the	Transforming	
Surge	Capacity’s	Asia	Regional	Platform’s	agenda.	 It	
provides	 valuable	 insights	 on	 the	 role	 regional	
mechanisms	can	play	in	localisation,	and	shows	how	
the	Surge	project	facilitates	regionalised	approaches	
to	surge	in	Asia.	
	

	
	

																																																								
1	Led	by	Plan	International	in	partnership	with	
ActionAid,	CARE,	Christian	Aid,	Islamic	Relief,	Muslim	
Aid,	and	Save	the	Children.	

Islamic	Relief’s	regionalisation	
process:	From	Haiyan	to	Nepal	

	
Typhoon	Haiyan	

	
When	 Typhoon	 Haiyan	 hit	 the	 Philippines	 in	 2013,	
Islamic	 Relief	 did	 not	 yet	 have	 a	 regional	 roster	 for	
emergency	 staff	 in	 Asia.	 Its	 response	 heavily	 relied	
on	 international	 staff	 managed	 by	 headquarters.	
Personnel	 were	 deployed	 from	 Europe	 and	 Africa,	
but	 also	 from	 Indonesia,	 Bangladesh,	 and	 Pakistan.	
Mudassar	 Shah,	 Disaster	 Preparedness	 and	
Response	 Coordinator	 at	 Islamic	 Relief,	 notes	 that	
people	 from	 the	 area,	 located	 closer	 to	 the	
Philippines,	were	able	to	quickly	access	the	country.	
Such	 timeliness	 is	 what	 pushed	 Islamic	 Relief	 to	
transition	towards	regionalised	mechanisms,	he	says,	
as	speed	is	a	key	factor	for	effective	surge.	
	
Staff	deployed	from	Asia	also	showed	better	context	
sensitivity,	 being	 sent	 from	 neighbouring	 countries	
with	 similar	 customs,	 or	 having	 existing	 knowledge	
of	the	Philippines.	Deploying	within	ASEAN	countries	
also	 allowed	 visa-free	 travel,	 visas	 being	 an	 issue	
that	often	causes	delays	in	surge	deployments.		
	

	
“It	 is	 a	 reality	 that	 our	 capacity	 base	 comes	
mainly	from	field	offices.”	
	

-	Mudassar	Shah,	Disaster	Preparedness	and	Response	
Coordinator,	Islamic	Relief	

	
	

Setting	up	a	regional	roster	
	
Responding	 to	 Haiyan	 led	 Islamic	 Relief	 to	 embark	
on	 its	 Asian	 journey	 to	 regionalisation,	 from	 2014.	
First,	a	comprehensive	mapping	was	needed	on	the	
kind	of	disasters	 that	happen	 in	Asia,	 the	capacities	
Islamic	 Relief	 has,	 and	 the	 needs	 in	 recipient	
countries.	 Based	 on	 this	 mapping,	 Islamic	 Relief	
decided	 that	 its	 regional	 roster	 would	 focus	 on	 11	
skills	areas.	At	the	time	of	writing,	40	staff	members	
across	those	skills	areas	were	members	of	the	roster,	
managed	 by	 Islamic	 Relief’s	 regional	 Humanitarian	
Department	in	Islamabad.		
	
The	regional	 roster	consists	of	country-level	experts	
across	 Asia,	 who	 are	 also	 part	 of	 Islamic	 Relief’s	
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existing	country-level	rosters.	“It	is	a	reality	that	our	
capacity	base	comes	mainly	from	field	offices,”	says	
Mudassar.	 Favouring	 country-level	 staff	 for	 the	
regional	roster	not	only	gives	them	capacity	building	
opportunities	 through	 international	 deployments,	
but	 also	 encourages	 qualified	 staff	 to	 take	 part	 in	
their	country’s	roster.	
	
Training	is	split	between	Islamic	Relief’s	country	and	
regional-level	 rosters.	 Basic	 “level	 1”	 modules	 are	
delivered	in-country,	while	advanced	“levels	2	and	3”	
are	by	the	region.	This	allows	each	level	to	focus	on	
its	 own	 modules,	 saving	 both	 time	 and	 costs	 to	
Islamic	 Relief,	 and	 encouraging	 the	 sharing	 of	
training	resources.	
	
Islamic	 Relief	 also	 notes	 that,	 looking	 at	 the	 bigger	
picture,	 regional-level	 surge	 is	 increasingly	 needed,	
given	 current	 funding	 trends	 for	 localised	
humanitarian	response.	
	

	
Regional	DRT	member	during	damage	assessment	in	

Nepal.	Picture:	Islamic	Relief.	

	
The	Nepal	earthquake	

	
The	 7.8	magnitude	 earthquake	 that	 shook	Nepal	 in	
April	2015,	killing	9,000	people	and	injuring	another	
22,000,	 was	 the	 first	 time	 Islamic	 Relief	 used	 its	
regional	roster.	While	they	previously	used	to	mainly	
rely	 on	 headquarters	 to	 allocate	 emergency	 staff	
around	 the	 world,	 this	 time	 the	 entire	 emergency	
response	was	led	from	the	regional	office.	

	
Coincidentally,	 regional	 roster	 members	 had	 been	
trained	 shortly	 before	 the	 earthquake,	 with	 a	
simulation	 exercise	 in	 the	 Philippines	 that	 had	
allowed	them	to	bond	as	a	team.	They	were	thus	on	
the	 ground	 and	 ready	 within	 24	 hours	 of	 the	
earthquake.	 The	 first	 time	 Islamic	 Relief	 used	 its	

regional	 roster,	 it	 was	 also	 among	 the	 first	
organisations	 on	 the	 ground.	 Although	 the	 scale	 of	
the	disaster	made	 it	 complicated	 to	 travel	by	 air	 to	
Nepal,	 Islamic	Relief	was	able	 to	 immediately	 surge	
in	 regional	 staff	 from	 neighbouring	 India,	 followed	
by	staff	from	Pakistan	and	Bangladesh	on	the	second	
day.	
	
Mudassar	goes	on	to	explain	that	a	thorough	needs	
assessment	was	carried	out	in	affected	areas	before	
the	distribution	started,	the	conclusion	of	which	was	
that	 local	 partners	 were	 in	 significant	 need	 of	
backfilling	 and	 capacity	 building.	 Regional	 roster	
members	 were	 thus	 deployed	 with	 those	 local	
partners	 in	 the	 field,	 guiding	 them	 through	
distribution	and	record-keeping	processes.	
	

	
The	first	time	Islamic	Relief	used	its	regional	
roster,	it	was	also	among	the	first	
organisations	on	the	ground.	

	
	
90%	 of	 Islamic	 Relief’s	 staff	 came	 from	 the	 Asia	
region	 during	 this	 response,	 and	 it	 was	 considered	
that	 language,	as	well	as	existing	cultural	 familiarity	
with	 Nepal,	 were	 facilitating	 points	 to	 its	
effectiveness,	 as	 well	 as	 staff’s	 ability	 to	
communicate	 with	 affected	 people.	 “Our	 learning	
was	 that	 it	 was	 quick,	 people	 were	 more	 familiar	
with	 cultural	 norms,	 and	 it	 was	 easier	 for	 them	 to	
adapt	to	a	new	environment,	and	communicate	in	a	
common	language.	People	from	Pakistan,	Nepal,	and	
India	 can	 understand	 Hindi	 and	 Urdu”,	 explains	
Mudassar.	
	

Further	regionalisation	activities	
	

Now	 that	 its	 regional	 surge	 mechanism	 is	 up	 and	
running,	Islamic	Relief	is	taking	further	steps	towards	
regionalising	its	humanitarian	work:	

	
STRIDE	
Currently	 being	 rolling	 out,	 the	 STRIDE	 project	
(Strengthening	 Response	 Capacity	 and	 Institutional	
Development	 for	 Excellence)	 connects	 local-level	
actors	 across	 Asia	 to	 improve	 their	 exposure	 to	
humanitarian	 action.	 In	 this	 programme,	 selected	
Islamic	 Relief	 country	 offices	 are	 supporting	 local	
partners	 in	 strengthening	 their	 capacity	 around	
humanitarian	leadership,	technical	programming,	etc.	
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In	the	meantime,	coordination	and	advisory	support	
is	 provided	 by	 the	 regional	 office,	 which	 is	
responsible	 for	 “bridging	 national	 and	 global	
platforms,	 but	at	 the	 same	 time	providing	 technical	
guidance	and	assistance”,	shares	Mudassar.	

		
Regional	capacity	building	
A	key	component	of	Islamic	Relief’s	regional	roster	is	
to	 build	 the	 capacity	 of	 its	 members.	 Regional	
coordination	plays	a	major	role	in	initiatives	such	as	
the	 secondment	 system,	 where	 staff	 from	 one	
country	office	is	sent	to	another	to	learn	from	others’	
roles	 in	 the	 organisation.	 “Capacitating	 our	 roster	
and	 team	members	 is	 not	 limited	 to	 training,”	 says	
Mudassar.	“We	also	look	at	mentorship	and	different	
stages	 of	 enhancing	 capacity,	 so	 people	 can	 learn	
and	share	from	each	other.”	
	

	
Islamic	Relief	responding	to	the	Sri	Lanka	floods,	2017.	

Picture:	Islamic	Relief.	
	

	
Islamic	Relief	and	Transforming	Surge	Capacity:		

A	mutually	beneficial	relationship	
	
After	Typhoon	Haiyan,	 Islamic	Relief’s	headquarters	
provided	 increased	 support	 to	 regionalised	 surge.	
Islamic	Relief	 is	thus	exploring	the	many	other	roles	
that	 the	 region	 can	 play	 in	 localised	 and	 effective	
surge	 in	 Asia	 –	 just	 like	 the	 Transforming	 Surge	
Capacity	project.	Both	Islamic	Relief	and	the	project	
have	 been	 complementary;	 the	 first	 is	 sharing	 its	
regionalisation	 experience,	 while	 the	 second	 is	
helping	Islamic	Relief’s	regionalisation	process.	
	

The	Transforming	Surge	Capacity	project	
	
Islamic	 Relief	 has	 been	 part	 of	 the	 Asia	 Regional	
Platform,	 the	 regional	 level	 of	 the	 Surge	 project,	

since	2015.	 Since	 then,	 the	platform	has	 set	up	 the	
Go	 Team	 Asia	 shared	 regional	 roster,	 where	 seven	
different	 organisations	 pooled	 their	 surge	 capacity	
within	 the	 Asia	 region,	 and	 provided	 capacity	
building	 such	 as	 trainings,	 a	 joint	 simulation,	 and	
learning	events.		
	

Islamic	Relief’s	contributions	
	

“Islamic	 Relief	 have	 been	 among	 the	 organisations	
with	 strong	 regional	 leadership	 in	 emergency	
response,”	 says	 Lisa	 Joerke,	 Regional	 Platform	
Coordinator	 of	 the	 project.	 “They	 contributed	
knowledge	and	case	studies	on	collaboration	during	
the	Nepal	earthquake.	These	were	real-life	situations,	
enabling	 us	 to	 argue	 that	 localisation	 is	 really	
happening	and	is	possible.”	
	
Islamic	 Relief	 also	 integrated	 the	 Go	 Team	 Asia	
roster	 into	 its	 internal	 surge	 mechanisms,	 by	
including	 it	 country-level	 disaster	 preparedness	
plans.	This	constitutes	vital	learning	on	how	a	shared	
roster	can	be	used	to	complement	internal	rosters.	
	
The	 support	 that	 Islamic	 Relief	 receives	 from	 its	
headquarters	 in	 investing	 in	 regional	 surge	 also	
significantly	 helped	 it	 play	 a	 strong	 role	 in	 the	
project.	 “In	 this	 project,	 we	 saw	 how	 powerful	
regional	collaboration	can	be	if	it	has	the	full	support	
from	 management	 at	 the	 international	 level,”	 says	
Lisa.	
	

	
Mudassar	Shah	(back,	3rd	from	right),	at	a	face-to-face	
meeting	of	the	project’s	Technical	Advisory	Group,	April	

2017.	
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The	project’s	support	to	Islamic	Relief	
	
Providing	regional	capacity	
Islamic	 Relief	 currently	 has	 6	 staff	members	 on	 Go	
Team	Asia,	and	they	are	encouraged	to	mentor	and	
share	 learning	with	 their	 colleagues	 back	 at	 Islamic	
Relief.	 This	 way,	 training	 provided	 to	 a	 few	 by	 Go	
Team	 Asia,	 is	 disseminated	 across	 Islamic	 Relief’s	
staff.	
	
Similarly,	Go	 Team	Asia	 provides	 an	 expanded	pool	
of	surge	capacity	to	Islamic	Relief,	which	encourages	
its	 country	offices	 to	use	 it	 and	 remain	aware	of	 it.	
This	move	 from	 Islamic	 Relief	 to	 truly	 integrate	 Go	
Team	 Asia	 into	 its	 internal	 mechanism	 reflects	 a	
growing	 need	 to	 share	 surge	 resources	 in	 Asia.	 As	
funding	increasingly	focuses	on	the	Middle	East	and	
Africa,	 country	 offices	 are	 indeed	 shrinking	 across	
Asia,	 making	 regional	 collaboration	 even	 more	
relevant.	
	
“The	 significance	 of	 the	 shared	 roster	 is	 growing,”	
says	 Mudassar	 Shah.	 “Agencies	 are	 experiencing	
scaling	 down,	 and	 will	 request	 more	 from	 shared	
roster	for	technical	support.”	
	

	
“In	this	project,	we	saw	how	powerful	regional	
collaboration	 can	 be	 if	 it	 has	 the	 full	 support	
from	management	at	the	international	level.”	

	
-	Lisa	Joerke,	Regional	Platform	Coordinator	for	

the	Transforming	Surge	Capacity	project.	
	

	
Improving	internal	practices	
Discussing	technical	challenges	related	to	setting	up	
regionalised	surge	is	also	an	opportunity	provided	by	
the	 project.	 Islamic	 Relief	 was	 able	 to	 learn	 from	
other’s	 experience,	 but	 also	 from	 the	 process	 of	
setting	 up	 Go	 Team	 Asia.	 “Before	 the	 project,	 we	
would	have	very	 limited	 interactions	at	 the	 regional	
level,”	notes	Mudassar.		
	
For	 example,	 Islamic	 Relief	was	 about	 to	 launch	 its	
own	 external	 roster	 in	 June	 2017,	 but	 their	
participation	 in	project	discussions	uncovered	many	
management	challenges	 that	 they	hadn’t	previously	
considered.	They	thus	postponed	the	launch	of	their	
roster	 to	 address	 issues	 identified	 through	 the	
project.	

	
	

	
Islamic	Relief	 is	also	drawing	on	technology	used	by	
Go	Team	Asia	–	namely	the	EMALSYS	system	–	to	roll	
out	its	own	online	roster.	
	
Improving	capacity	building	at	Islamic	Relief	
During	 its	 trainings,	 Islamic	 Relief	 used	 to	 focus	 on	
technical	 modules.	 However,	 joint	 trainings	
organised	 by	 the	 regional	 platform	 emphasised	 the	
growing	 importance	 of	 soft	 skills	 during	
emergencies;	 stress	 management,	 collaboration,	
culture	and	diversity…	
	
Islamic	 Relief	 thus	 adopted	 many	 of	 the	 project’s	
modules	 into	 its	 own	 training,	 saying	 that	 this	 is	 a	
valuable	 learning	on	ways	regional	capacity-building	
can	 improve	 the	 quality	 of	 response.	 “We	 used	 to	
focus	 on	 technical	 areas,	 but	 people	 could	 get	
stressed	during	a	deployment,”	Mudassar	says.	“We	
adopted	different	modules	from	the	TSC	project,	and	
they	are	now	part	of	our	foundations.”	
	
Improving	Islamic	Relief’s	deployment	policies	
As	 part	 of	 Go	 Team	 Asia	 policies,	 the	 regional	
consortium	 agreed	 that	 deployed	 staff	 should	 be	
granted	 a	 15%	 hardship	 allowance	 to	 ensure	
consistency	 across	 member	 agencies.	 As	 Islamic	
Relief’s	allowance	was	at	a	different	level	at	the	time,	
this	 sparked	 an	 internal	 discussion	 within	 the	
organisation,	which	led	it	to	raise	its	own	allowances	
to	 15%	 too	 –	 despite	 the	 fact	 it	 already	 grants	 a	
higher-than-average	per	diem	to	deployed	staff.	
	
Mudassar	also	reports	that	in	the	past,	Islamic	Relief	
might	have	sometimes	deployed	staff	under	quickly-
drafted	 ToRs.	 After	 taking	 part	 in	 the	Asia	 Regional	
Platform	 however,	 Islamic	 Relief	 reviewed	 its	
practices	 around	 ToRs	 and	 agreements	 to	 ensure	
that	 all	 roster	 members	 are	 duly	 covered,	 taking	
example	on	HR	practice	developed	by	the	platform.	
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Learning	from	regionalised	surge	in	Asia	
	
As	 the	nature	of	aid	 is	evolving	 towards	 responding	
to	 slower-onset	 crises,	 the	 ‘quick	 fix’	 of	 sending	
international	 experts	 to	 deal	 with	 quick	 onset	
emergencies	 and	 retract	 after	 a	 few	 weeks,	 is	 no	
longer	viable.	Organisations	now	need	to	ensure	that	
national	 and	 regional	 staff	 is	 trained,	 and	 ready	 to	
respond	 without	 relying	 on	 international	 staff.	
Regional	rosters	such	as	Islamic	Relief’s	and	Go	Team	
Asia	 are	 a	 solution,	 ensuring	 responses	 are	 more	
context-sensitive	and	efficient.	They	also	provide	an	
opportunity	 for	 country-level	 responders	 to	 gather	
experience	outside	of	their	base	location.	
	

	
The	 ‘quick	 fix’	of	sending	 international	experts	
to	 deal	 with	 quick	 onset	 emergencies	 and	
retract	after	a	few	weeks	is	no	longer	viable.	

	
	
For	 both	 Islamic	 Relief	 and	 the	 Transforming	 Surge	
Capacity	project,	regionalised	activities	over	the	past	
three	 years	 have	 only	 been	 a	 starting	 point.	 Going	
forward,	 Islamic	 Relief	 will	 strengthen	 partnerships	
with	 local	 governments	 to	 ensure	 access	 for	
humanitarian	 responders,	 support	 female	
responders	 to	 ensure	 women’s	 voices	 in	 affected	
communities	 are	 heard,	 and	 sustain	 investment	 in	
strengthening	 local	 capacity	 (including	 through	
private	sector	partnerships)	to	ensure	local	surge	is	a	
sustainable	model.	
	
For	the	Surge	project,	the	learning	has	been	similar;	
regional	coordination	can	play	a	crucial	role	in	filling	
capacity	 gaps	 and	 sharing	 good	 practice,	 while	 it	
needs	 to	 be	 firmly	 rooted	 in	 national-level	
collaboration	on	disaster	preparedness	and	response.	
In	the	final	months	of	the	project,	the	Surge	team	is	
going	 to	 strengthen	 this	 aspect	 of	 their	 work	 to	
achieve	sustainability	of	the	collaboration	in	Asia.	
	
Asia	as	a	model	for	other	regions	
The	 recent	 spike	 of	 humanitarian	 needs	 in	 parts	 of	
Africa	 have	 resulted	 in	 both	 Go	 Team	 Asia	 and	
Islamic	 Relief’s	 rosters	 to	 receive	 requests	 for	
support	 outside	 of	 Asia.	 While	 this	 is	 not	 the	 core	
focus	of	either	of	 these	 rosters,	 it	 shows	 that	 there	
are	 lessons	 to	 be	 learned	 from	 Asia’s	 regional	

mechanisms,	 which	 could	 be	 replicated	 in	 other	
parts	of	the	world.	Within	Asia	however,	this	is	a		
	

	
chance	 to	 position	 themselves	 as	 a	 model	 for	
emergency	 response.	 As	 Mudassar	 puts	 it:	 “Asia	 is	
already	 full	 of	 capacity,	 so	 our	 aim	 is	 to	 achieve	
excellence.”	■	
	
	
	
	
Transforming	Surge	Capacity	contacts:	
Lisa	Joerke,	Regional	Platform	Coordinator:	
lisa.joerke@plan-international.org		
Hamad	Latif,	Regional	Roster	Coordinator:	
hamad.latif@plan-international.org		
Qadeer	Abdilleh,	Project	and	Communications	
Assistant:	qadeer.abdilleh@actionaid.org		


