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Introduction	  to	  OCHA	  
The Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) is the part of the United 
Nations (UN) Secretariat responsible for bringing together humanitarian actors to 
ensure a coherent response to emergencies. OCHA also ensures there is a framework 
within which each actor can contribute to the overall response effort.  
 
OCHA's mission is to: 
• mobilize and coordinate effective and principled humanitarian action in partnership 

with national and international actors in order to alleviate human suffering in 
disasters and emergencies; 

• advocate the rights of people in need; 
• promote preparedness and prevention; 
• facilitate sustainable solutions. 
 
During emergencies, OCHA draws on a number of surge rosters to supplement its 
country and regional office teams with the rapid deployment of experienced personnel. 
These personnel may already belong to OCHA as full-time staff members; they may 
belong to one of OCHA’s Standby Partners; or they may be selected from a pool of 
external associates. 
 
The Surge Capacity and Logistics Section (SCLS), within the Emergency Services 
Branch at OCHA headquarters in Geneva, provides the platform and focal point for 
managing the deployment of surge staff in support of OCHA’s mandate for predictable 
and effective leadership of humanitarian response operations in the field. Note that this 
is a separate platform from the mainstream recruitment and selection of regular staff 
members, as facilitated by OCHA’s Human Resources Section. 
	  
Context	  to	  the	  Problem	  
Strategic guidance on general staff care issues has, for a number of years, been 
developed and articulated through various organisational documents, such as the 
OCHA Human Resources Strategy and the UN Framework of Accountability.  
 
As surge staffing grew in both scope and complexity throughout the 2009-10 period, it 
was further acknowledged that, as a complement to existing guidance, here was an 
opportunity to strengthen the additional care provided to those personnel who were 
being deployed on swift, individual and short-term missions. In many instances, OCHA 
surge staff members were given substantive support before, during and after their 
assignments. However, this had not yet been systematically formalised within the 
organisation’s policies and procedures. 
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Analysis	  
There were other challenges to overcome too at the team and individual levels. In the 
words of one SCLS mechanism manager: “Making the mental shift to incorporating a 
package of care into the daily running of a roster requires time, commitment and the 
acquisition of new skills. When it became clear the scope of what was needed to reach 
the quality levels we wanted to achieve, a few of our team began to question their 
confidence. Did we have the experience, for example, to debrief a seasoned returnee 
from West Africa or the Middle East – someone who had been right at the heart of the 
humanitarian response there? Could we add meaningful value for a deployee like that?” 
	  
Solution	  and	  Newly	  Introduced	  Policies	  
During the same period of time, members of the SCLS deployments team were 
becoming increasingly exposed to — and influenced by — other models for staff care 
emerging from across the wider humanitarian and development sector: 
 
• Through attending events run by People In Aid (such as the Humanitarian Human 

Resources Conferences and the Debriefing Staff Workshops), and continued 
bilateral dialogue with like-minded partners, OCHA surge mechanisms began to 
explore new methods of integrating the seven principles of the People In Aid Code 
into their daily routine. 

• Specifically on issues of psychological welfare and stress management, the circular 
flow around the eight principles within the Antares Foundation Guidelines for Good 
Practice also held direct relevance for the surge deployment cycle. 

• On safety and security matters, the well-documented evolution and maturity in 
thinking around security risk management, both within the UN and through 
interagency networks, provided a more cohesive and nuanced basis for guidance 
in deploying surge personnel into moderate or high threat environments. 

 
With additional coaching from the People In Aid team, the OCHA SCLS team was able 
to pull these strands together, formally launching its Surge Package of Care (SPoC) in 
mid-2012. More than anything, the SPoC is an embodiment of general working norms 
held dear within the SCLS and reflects strongly the People In Aid Code – such as 
commitment to service and client-centred orientation.  
 
The SPoC was codified into one core document plus ten supporting annexes, all of 
which provide detailed direction and guidance to the various SCLS deployments teams 
on the three interlinked, standardised phases of an OCHA surge deployment: prepare, 
support and debrief. 
 
The overall objective for the SPoC is summarised as “consistent implementation of the 
Package, bearing in mind the diverse background of OCHA’s rapid response 
mechanism members, will lead to: 
 
1. a happy workforce enjoying what they do and confidently applying the unique 

knowledge, skills and attitudes they possess; 
2. a more focused, high-quality coordination work without the multiple stress factors 

usually associated with surge missions; 
3. a robust pool of volunteers wishing to contribute to OCHA and IASC rapid response 

mechanisms; 
4. an organisation-wide awareness and appreciation of the duty to care for its most 

valuable asset, the staff.” 
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The SPoC has been in action ever since its launch, now ingrained automatically in 
support of every single surge deployment for OCHA, and continues to form the 
backbone of the SCLS approach to staff care. 
	  
Reflections	  /	  Lessons	  Learnt	  
Overall, both subjective feedback and objective indicators suggest that the 
implementation of the SPoC has led to a real and demonstrated increase in care for 
OCHA’s rapid response personnel. 
 
The opinion that matters most on this is, of course, the deployee’s. One very obvious 
benefit of SPoC implementation is the increased ease and rapidity with which rapport 
and shared confidence is now built between the surge staff member and his/her SCLS 
case manager at headquarters. Again and again deployees report that this is highly 
reassuring for them throughout their deployment and, because of this close 
relationship, when issues do arise SCLS is able to make an informed, pre-emptive 
intervention on the deployee’s behalf.    
 
As with any new initiative, the roll-out of the SPoC highlighted a need for appropriate 
management structures to support its growth. Specific areas of focus have so far 
included: 
 
• The dedicated time and effort needed by headquarters staff to perform, analyse 

and continually develop its procedures on a systematic, yet individually tailored, 
basis. To give a broad indication, in 2012, OCHA SCLS facilitated 91 separate 
deployments – each of which would involve an average caseload of multiple days. 
This needs to be recognised as part of the deployment team work plan. 

• Introduction of monitor and review processes, which also require time and effort. 
Successful examples of this have included: monthly meetings between respective 
surge mechanisms to share common trends; and a peer review system for pre-
deployment briefings and debriefings. 

• Implications for the recruitment of new HQ staff, especially the increased emphasis 
on interpersonal skills. 

• The continual demand for ongoing staff development and learning opportunities, 
run both internally and externally. 

• The need to research and build effective referral and self-referral networks, 
including (but not limited to): specialist psychological support providers; medical 
services; other relevant organisational focal points and stakeholders. 

• The recognition that marketing the successes and lessons learnt, both across 
diverse organisations such as the UN and in collaboration with external partners, is 
a continual endeavour. This requires – at different moments – structured 
interventions and informal influencing activities to ensure ‘good practice’ continues 
to become normalised as ‘routine practice’. 


