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INTRODUCTION

What is it?

During the second half of 2006, an intersectional Médecins
sans Frontieres (MSF) working group undertook a field-
based study on the UN humanitarian reforms:

e their implementation;
e their impact on response to beneficiaries; and

e their influence on the working environment of
humanitarians, with a particular focus on MSF activities
and staff

The motivations for this study were many. Both at field and
headquarters levels, MSF has long been concerned with UN
policies of coherence and mission integration and their
influence on the politicization of aid in contexts such as
Angola, Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), Sierra Leone
and Afghanistan.? Recent UN humanitarian reforms
generated renewed concern about how the policy of
coherence translated into field realities, and motivated MSF
to gain a field-based vision of the reforms’ implementation and

METHODOLOGY

their impact through the key coordination and funding
mechanisms involved, in particular the clusters, the
Humanitarian Coordinator (HC) and the Central
Emergency Response Fund (CERF). To date, the working
group has assessed the following contexts: Darfur, South
Sudan, DRC, Somalia, Haiti, Liberia, Ivory Coast and Uganda.
Field research was conducted in all these countries, except
for Somalia, where research took place in Nairobi and in
Uganda, where research was conducted by telephone. This
study did not aim to provide a comprehensive, global over-
view of the reforms nor to establish an MSF position on the
humanitarian reforms. Our objective was to gain a
field-based perspective drawing on some of the contexts
where we work, to inform MSF international debate on our
interaction with other actors and to contribute to the
upcoming development of an external institutional position
to be advanced by the MSF international office. The
following conclusions of our study draw on sometimes
divergent developments in different country settings, in an
effort to highlight the commonalities observed across
contexts and draw practical conclusions.

The project aimed to assess how the UN humanitarian reforms
and the agenda of integration are being implemented in
several countries of intervention, examining in particular their
effects on beneficiaries, on the humanitarian environment and
on MSF activities in terms of response, access, coordination,
security, perceptions...

The countries studied were selected according to the different
phases of a crisis (acute to reconstruction) as well as their
accessibility to host a visit. The sample of countries evaluated
is reduced (7) and does not encompass contexts linked with
the GWQOT nor with natural catastrophes. We have however
included two contexts where the UN reforms were not being
implemented, as a control-group.

Information was gathered by a group of five MSF employees
coming from different sections of MSF. The method used was
semi-structured interviews with different actors on the ground

as the main stakeholders in the international humanitarian
response, including MSF, INGOs, ICRC, OCHA, UN agencies
and major donors. A total of about 140 persons were
interviewed.

Data was manually analysed.

Confidentiality and anonymity of the interviewees limits our
ability to source the evidence used.

This field-based outlook did not aim to provide a
comprehensive overview of these issues based on exhaustive
research but to underline overall trends highlighted by those
we met on the ground from August 2006 to February 2007.
We consider this document a means of feedback to MSF head-
quarters, capital and field teams, as well as to the external
contacts whom we interviewed. The study is still a work in
progress that should be finalized by the end of 2007.

2E.g., Penny Harrison, “The Strategic Framework and Principled Common Programming: a challenge to humanitarian assistance,”
Humanitarian Exchange 19 (September 2001), see: http://www.reliefweb.int/rw/rwb.nsf/db900SID/ACOS-64CRV5?0OpenDocument;

MSF, “Angolans left to die,” (October 2002).
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IMPLEMENTATION OF THE REFORMS

The humanitarian reforms represent a positive attempt to
respond to gaps in assistance and to increase effectiveness
and timeliness of humanitarian aid. Unfortunately, however,
the reforms’ implementation often aims for efficiency while
failing to furthern independence and diversity of approach
that are vital to humanitarian response.

In general, the recent UN humanitarian reforms follow and
reinforce the already existing logic of integration and
coherence, in which the UN’s formal structure and
programmatic orientation couple political, military and/or
development aims with humanitarian response. In integrated
missions, humanitarian priorities generally end up
subordinated to the UN’s current political agendas (e.g.
peace-keeping, state-building, development, security sector
reform), if not those of individual donors with similar
coherence-based approaches.

Even in contexts where the humanitarian reforms have not
been implemented, the logic of coherence applies, with the
continuation of on-going trends. While their implementation
remains highly dependent on individual personalities and
context, our study observed several general tendencies.
Individual UN missions have achieved different levels of
implementation of the reforms with the overall understanding
of the content and objectives of the reforms varying starkly,
even among UN staff. Despite the reforms’ stated objectives
of accountability, timeliness, effectiveness and gap-filling

in aid, acceptance of the reforms was only moderate even
within the UN system. Re-structuring coordination and
funding architecture have not functioned as a panacea for
wide-reaching gaps in global humanitarian response. In
addition, as coherence introduces political strategies into the
humanitarian sphere, the assessment and response to needs
are likewise in danger of losing impartiality and becoming
subordinated to political agendas, to the very real detriment
of the most vulnerable.
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The UN clusters represent an attempt to improve
coordination and to fill gaps in humanitarian assistance in
an effective and timely manner. Although increased
effectiveness and accountability were the stated goals of the
reforms, the clusters have so far resulted in a proliferation of
coordination platforms, e.g. clusters and sub-clusters, NGO
sectoral working groups operating simultaneously with UN
and government structures. In specific contexts, questions
have also arisen around the appropriateness of the cluster
approach and/or the real capacities of cluster lead agencies.

MSF INTERSECTIONAL PROJECT — UN HUMANITARIAN REFORMS: A FIELD-BASED OUTLOOK JuLy 2006 — FEBRUARY 2007



According to our observations, the degree and timeliness of
coordination through the clusters depends on various factors,
including the individuals and agencies involved, as well as the
acuteness and nature of the crisis—conflict, post-conflict,
natural disaster. As with integrated missions, the speed of
implementation may appear to increase as the reforms
progress and structures such as the clusters and CERF
become standard-issue for UN missions, in particular
newly-launched missions in quick-onset crises.?

At closer examination, cluster lead agencies often demonstrate
limited leadership capacity, mainly focused on information-
sharing and training or administrative support. To date, the
clusters have shown little added value to effectively and
systematically mobilise resources for concrete projects in the
field in a timely manner.

As a medical actor, MSF is particularly concerned about the
function of the health cluster, where WHO is mandated as a
provider of last resort in emergency contexts, despite having
rarely been operational in health in the field to date.

In principle, one positive dimension of the clusters is the
development of a systemic UN response to the needs of IDPs
and attempts to promote a clearer division of responsibility
among agencies for different sectors in IDP contexts on the
ground. Still, the clusters adopt the questionable response

of increasing (technical) coordination to address issues of lack
of political will, responsiveness, effectiveness and/or
accountability in humanitarian aid. It is also unclear what

the responsibilities of the lead agencies entail (especially as
“provider of last resort”) and whether lead agencies have the
operational capacity or political backing to act as “providers
of last resort” where there are gaps in humanitarian response.

Like already existing UN integrated missions, coordination
through the clusters runs the risk that political considerations
enter into operational exchanges through funding
mechanisms implicitly or explicitly linked to common
operational or policy positioning, as well as through
“inclusive” participation of a wide range of actors in cluster
meetings, including (inter)national aid actors, UN bodies, the
national government, (inter)national military and donors. In
such a context, coordination bodies tend to exert pressure
toward collective positioning on overall priorities and types
of projects seen to be relevant, rather than facilitating
independent operations, analysis and/or advocacy based

on the real needs of the population.

Example*

In Uganda, ECHO is increasingly requiring ‘partners’ to
explain how their proposals fit into cluster strategies
(where these are in place), before granting funding.
Likewise, DfID’s new policy also appears to be to focus
on funding clusters rather than individual NGOs so as to
streamline their own management — but making NGOs
dependent on cluster leads and organisation.

Although early on in DRC, significant amounts of
humanitarian funding are being channelled through the
clusters, which submit proposals to different multi-lateral
funding mechanisms including the CERF. Despite some
checks and balances (such as the Pooled Fund Board with
the presence of NGOs and donors), UN cluster leads wield
significant power in inviting participants to relevant meet-
ings, submitting proposals and in the case of the CERF,
further contracting out to NGOs.

3 E.g. in the recent crisis in Lebanon, where clusters for emergency
shelter, protection and logistics were launched practically at the
outset of UN activities.
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Our study found that the CERF (Central Emergency
Response Fund) seems promising to attract increased
funding for emergencies, but has so far been implemented
in a highly politicised manner. Despite its aim to support
life-saving activities and/or to respond to (under-funded)
emergencies, the CERF was often used in an untimely
manner without addressing concrete acute emergency
needs. Instead, activities have largely focused on facilitating
the saving of lives rather than direct emergency
interventions, which leaves room for politicisation (e.g.
peace and stability objectives) rather than concentrating

on the most urgent need. In principle, the CERF exists to
cover emergencies which remain under-funded (i.e. under
40%) through the regular channel of the UN Consolidated
Appeals Process (CAP). In theory, the CERF was never meant
to become an emergency band-aid to cover the chronic
under-funding of often non-emergency UN programs
through the CAP.
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There were serious questions about the impartiality of CERF
funding, which was often used to support specific regions or

populations in ways that served (inter)national political
interests.
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At the time of writing, the CERF is said to have committed
$261.2 million, $184.2 million for “rapid response” and $77
million for “under-funded emergencies” since its start in
March 2006. Yet, from a global perspective, the amount
pledged by donors remains relatively small and, as it is
sometimes also channelled through the UN to NGOs, the
question is how much of this much-needed funding
eventually trickles down to reach those most in need and
how timely will this process be.

The UN Humanitarian Coordinator (HCQ) is a position
often fused with the Resident Coordinator (RC, i.e. head of
UNDP) in UN integrated missions, who often also functions
as a Deputy Special Representative of the Secretary General
(DSRSG), and therefore as part of the political branch of the
UN. As a result, in the context of an already integrated
mission setting, the reinforcement of the HC position through
the humanitarian reforms simply strengthens the role of a
multi-hatted HC/RC/DSRSG, negotiating between political,
development and humanitarian agendas. This combination
would tend to reinforce the agenda of global priorities (e.g.
peace-keeping, state-building, development, security sector
reform) over the imperative of humanitarian action.

The heads of the UN agencies are now supposed to be
accountable to the HC and the DRSG in-country, but the real
ability for follow-up remains unclear. Tensions could be
generated around a number of open questions: the definition
of a humanitarian crisis and need for gap-filling or last resort
action, the prioritization among different fields of intervention,
accessibility to funds such as the CERF, the type and scope of
operations, and the imposition of security rules that hamper
assessment and deployment. Although too early to ascertain,
the results could include agency inaction, delays in response
and further politicization of aid delivery—developments that
need to be monitored in future.

In parallel, OCHA (led by the HC in principle) often appears
increasingly sidelined in the implementation of the
humanitarian reforms and in ever more frequently integrated
UN missions. Instead of functioning as a real watchdog for
humanitarianism within the UN system, OCHA has often either
been abolished altogether, left under-funded or relegated to

a diminished role of general coordination and inter-face with
NGOs.

It remains to be seen whether the reforms will actually lead to
more predictability, leadership and accountability in
humanitarian response and, ultimately, if the needs of
vulnerable populations will prevail over the considerations of
a global institution in search of efficiency and legitimacy.
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Examples

In Haiti, OCHA has been marginalised and has had hardly
any presence in the country for the past two years. Without
an official representation, under-funded, excluded from
the CAP and having its remaining staff incorporated into
the Humanitarian and Development Unit, responding to
the H/D DSRSG, OCHA was almost entirely absent from the
country until mid- 2006, when a more field-experienced
staff member was sent to the country.

In Liberia, OCHA slowly phased out in the second half

of 2005, leaving behind a gap in terms of coordination.
Months later, OCHA was replaced by the Humanitarian
Coordination Section (HCS), which is formally part of the
UN Mission in Liberia (UNMIL), even if it remains physically
separate and retains many staff originally from OCHA. Not
only does HCS’ connection with UNMIL suggest a
possible alignment of their work with the political and
military UN, but HCS’s connection with UNMIL also
renders them vulnerable to the political decision to reduce
or withdraw the UN political/military mission in the future,
rather than assessing their role according to the extent of
ongoing humanitarian needs. The HCS is likewise subject
to UNMIL’s bureaucracy and lack of flexibility in their
response to emergencies. HCS has no coordination
mandate, only an information-sharing role. Still, together
with the SRSG or the HC/RC, the HCS heads the key UN
coordination meeting, the bi-weekly HAC (Humanitarian
Aid Coordination Committee), which groups together the
UN agencies, UNMIL and NGOs.

In Southern Sudan, OCHA emphasizes its formal
independence from the UN Mission in Sudan (UNMIS), but
in fact depends on the political and military mission both
politically and financially. Not only is OCHA on the UNMIS
payroll, but the HC/RC as its head answers to the SRSG as
the head of the overall UN mission. The question of
relative resources is also important here - the massive
resources of UNMIS give it considerably more leverage
and influence than the meagre resources of OCHA. As a
result, OCHA will continue to struggle to assert itself in
Southern Sudan.
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THE REFORMS’ IMPACT ON PEOPLE IN NEED

Our study found widespread optimism about the ability of

the reforms to increase mobilisation of resources for projects,
but the resulting programmatic choices have been question-
able in terms of impartiality—the choice to assist those most

in need, whether in insecure or secure settings. In addition,
the proliferation of additional layers of administration and
coordination provide cause for concern that increased funding
through the clusters may not reach populations most in need.
UN security rules themselves sometimes represent a barrier for
their implementing partners to access people in insecure areas,
with consequences for the effectiveness of UN-led assessment,
monitoring and evaluation, as well as impact on inhabitants of
the most precarious contexts.

Returnee processes in several contexts were the focus of
programming, less to serve the humanitarian needs of IDPs
than to promote their return in the interests of political gains.
The new mechanisms put in place by the UN reforms did not
ensure a more effective needs-based response to assist IDPs.
In fact, the safe and dignified return of IDPs to areas with
sufficient security and infrastructure still took a back seat to
the logistic organization of return and overall political
objectives (e.g. elections) connection with return.

* In Southern Sudan, however, it could be argued that the presence
of UNMIS has ensured greater delivery of assistance to popula-
tion. Although generally regarded as too conservative in terms of
security, some would argue that the military component of the
Integrated Mission has contributed to greater stability in the South.
This in turn has made certain areas of Southern Sudan accessible
for the delivery of humanitarian aid. Nonetheless, it is impossible to
determine how much of this can be attributed to UNMIS, and how
much to the respect of the Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA).
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Another recurring emphasis in programming through the
clusters and the CERF has been “protection”, a concept which
remains very vague, risking the launch of highly politicized
projects with negligible or negative impact. Such a trend may
compromise measures of IHL-centred protection provided
through established channels such as the ICRC.

10
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THE REFORMS’ IMPACT ON THE HUMANITARIAN WORKING ENVIRONMENT

Ultimately, the UN humanitarian reforms represent a further
blurring of the lines around humanitarianism. Actors in the
field expressed concern that NGOs could be excluded from
funding or subjected to conditions in order to receive fund-
ing through the UN system after the launch of the clusters and
CERF. Such conditions could include dependence on UN analy-
sis of context and security, as well as on UN or donor strategies,
e.g. cost recovery for health care. As assistance grows more
politicized, the resulting negative perceptions towards the UN
and international NGOs have the potential to impact on secu-
rity and access for all and so diminish timely and appropriate
response to those people most in need

Some access and security problems for humanitarians
predate and are not necessarily linked with the UN reforms.
Still, perception is fragile and can quickly decline where
populations perceive MSF or other humanitarians as pursuing
political or other goals through partial and politically or
regionally biased assistance. With its independent action,
funding and analysis, MSF often enjoys a particularly strong
level of access and proximity to local populations.

That being said, in several cases, humanitarian actors have
liaised to develop independent positioning vis-a-vis the UN,
in order to emphasize the special character of humanitarian
action and to defend humanitarian space.

Such initiatives give us food for thought even as the policy of
coherence advances and becomes ever more the standard for
humanitarian response.

1
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SOME CONCLUSIONS

Although the implementation of the reforms is moving fast
and in divergent ways in each context, our study found that
the logic of integration is as strong as ever across the
contexts reviewed. As with coherence in general, itis a
challenge to demonstrate a definitive causal correlation
between the loss of humanitarian space and UN policies of
mission integration and coherence. Yet the blurring of the
lines between political and humanitarian agendas persists
and the result of different reforms does appear to have an
impact on people in need — above all the failure to increase
resource mobilisation and to further appropriate, timely and
effective responses. In this environment, humanitarians
must also remain vigilant where the humanitarian response
may fail to assist some beneficiaries as a consequence of
“coherence” and the resulting politicization of aid.

As an impartial and neutral response to the needs of the
most vulnerable, humanitarianism may be losing ground

in the search for commonalities and the resulting tensions
between the civil and politico-military arms of the UN.
Although UN agencies are under pressure to coordinate ac-
tivities, tensions generated by different views of operations,
funding and co-ordination roles have not always contributed
to strengthening the humanitarian response. The present
reforms may further institutionalize these tendencies, and
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seriously hamper humanitarian actors’ ability to sustain
and defend impartial and neutral humanitarian action both
inside and outside the UN fora.

Meanwhile, the potential risk to the security of both
humanitarians and their beneficiaries remains.

The undefined yet often highly politicised buzzword of
“protection” in UN-linked activities and the emphasis on
return also deserve critical scrutiny in the aim of ensuring
that humanitarian action responds to those most in need
first and foremost, before any other political motive.

In the end, our study highlights the need for humanitarians
to continue to pursue critical independence in engagement
with the UN and other political actors in the field.
Independence cannot mean isolation, but assertive and
clear information exchange and contacts, together with
intensive reflection about the real impact of “coherent”
policies on vulnerable populations and above all, an active
engagement to preserve humanitarian space with the aim
of serving those most in need.

12
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