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Abstract

This case study concerns humanitarian fielBollowing a review of the coordination mechanisms
coordination efforts during Eelam War 3 in Sri Lankain place at the outbreak of war, the different initiatives
between 1994 and 1996. The war and the coordinatioeed to strengthen it during the war are examined.
efforts continue. Special attention is paid to the review of the NGO

Consortium on Relief and Rehabilitation and the

Most documented experiences of the coordination gfieragency Emergency Group. For organisational, but
humanitarian action relate to situations in which|sq for political reasons, both functioned

gov_ern_mentwas Weakened,_collapsgd ornotin C_Ontréihultaneously and in parallel.

of significant parts of its territory. Sri Lanka provides

an example of a government that has asserted Ttse absence of professional knowledge regarding
sovereignty and that simultaneously pursues politicaipordination, and the occasional shortage of technical
military and humanitarian objectives. Theand methodological expertise, added to the usual
government’s continued responsibility for theesistance to coordination, made it a difficult exercise.
protection of and provision for its citizens is brieflyContextual constraints, such as the outbreak of the war
examined in the light of its role in conflict. An overviewcoinciding with an effort to rethink coordination, and
of the challenges for humanitarian action and capacitiye complex and sensitive politics around humanitarian
to respond leads to a discussion of the restriction agsistance also played their role. The most important
‘humanitarian space’ by the army. Throughout thebstacle to effective coordination remained however,
period in question, humanitarian agencies not onthe absence of an effective institutional link to
needed to coordinate for programme effectiveness, mdordinate the humanitarian efforts of both the
also to advocate for humanitarian space and accegsvernment and those of specialised agencies.
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Theme and structure of the paper

This case study concerns field coordination efforts during the outbreak of Eelam War 3 in Sri
Lanka between 1994-1996. In addition to considering some of the general obstacles to effective
coordination, its specific interest lies in the description of the difficulties of coordinating the
humanitarian effort within the context of a strong government waging a war. Together with the
war, the coordination efforts continue to date.

A useful place to begin is by considering what coordination consists of, and then examining
various NGO, UN and governmental experiences of coordination. The paper then presents
the Government of Sri Lanka’s claim to authority in light of its past and current role in the
conflicts that have torn this island. An overview of the challenges for humanitarian action and
response capabilities leads directly to the issue of just how much humanitarian space was
allowed for agencies to operate in. Next, coordination mechanisms in place at the outbreak
of war are reviewed, followed by the different initiatives to strengthen it during wartime. This
raises the question of their effectiveness and of structural and contextual constraints to
coordination. '
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Chronology of Events

1971
1975
1976
1983
1987

1990
August 1994

January 1995
April 1995

July 1995
October 1995

November 1995

January 1996
April 1996

June 1996

Autumn 1996

First JVP led youth insurgency in the south

Emergence of Tamil militant groups

Tamil United Liberation Front demands separate state
Island-wide bloody riots against Tamils, start ‘Eelam War 1’
Indian intervention, Indo-Sri Lankan Peace Accord

First national rehabilitation and reconstruction plan
Indian-Peace Keeping Force fights with LTTE until 1990

Second JVP-led youth insurgency in the south until 1990

Start Eelam War 2; expulsion of Muslims from the north
People’s Alliance wins elections and begin peace moves
Preparatory study on national rehabilitation and reconstruction
Presidential Task Force for the north established

LTTE break off talks and starts Eelam War 3

Army abandons territory in the east

Pilot resettlement scheme for IDPs in the east suspended

Start Review Committee of NGO Consortium

Government moves the theatre of war from the east to Jaffna peninsula
Army offensive that leads to capture of Jaffna in December
Population flees Jaffna city

UN proposes Multilateral Emergency Task Force/Forum

Start Interagency Emergency Group

GoSL reaffirms its sovereignty and capacity to the UN
Appointment Focal Point for relief to the north

Media campaign against NGOs

Second draft proposal regarding Consortium on Humanitarian Aid
Army captures Jaffna peninsula

Resettlement and Reconstruction Authority for the North created
Appointment Focal Point for relief to cleared areas in the north
Evacuation of population and aid agencies from Kilinochchi in Vanni
NGO Consortium formally disbanded

Army occupies Kilinochchi

New NGO Consortium on Humanitarian Aid inaugurated



The Coordination of
Humanitarian Action

What is field coordination? Coordination is a notoriously difficult aspect of

humanitarian action. There is a saying that everyone

I I umanitarian action needs t0 b&yants coordination but no one wants to be

coordinated to achieve any overall,,, qinated. The obligation to coordinate with other

humanitarian actors is not normally an explicit

Operational coordination is required to achieve tfRg€NCy policy and it is also unclear which
best resource allocation in terms of needs afBéchanisms work best and why, and in what
priorities, but resource allocation must also bgontext. However, there is a growing pool of

coordinated in terms of coverage: duplication mu§xPerience available for comparative review (for
be avoided but it is also important to avoiXample, Bennett 1994b; Borton 1996; Donini
omissions in sectors of work or in target groupd996; Lanzer 1996; Whitman & Pocock 1996) to

that require help. Secondly, coordination is requiré§fich this case study would like to add.
when dealing with the standards and protocols of .
implementatigon_ P ?\IGO and UN coordination

programme effectiveness.

But joint, and therefore coordinated action in NGO coordination

situation of active conflict may also be required tNGOs have been criticised for their competitiveness
negotiate humanitarian space. Humanitarian spagfd poor coordination (Bennett 1994a: 2). NGOs
refers in the first instance to the basic rights diave shown that they can cooperate and take a lead
victims of conflict — at a bare minimum thesen contexts where governments and the UN cannot
rights include protection and material assistancgr do not want to. The Joint Church Action during
Humanitarian space also refers to the right of acceg Biafra war, the Emergency Relief Desk during
for impartial agencies to provide humanitariaihe Ethiopian civil war and the Oxfam—-NGO
assistance. Humanitarian space is not alwaysnsortium for an internationally isolated
guaranteed: belligerent parties may restrict it, or §ambodia, are examples of a large-scale operation,
can be limited by threats to security. Where partig®mbined with international advocacy. The nature
to a conflict restrict this space, joint action may bgf NGO coordination tends to change when a formal
required to assert humanitarian concerns arflithority emerges, sometimes government,
principles in the face of more dominant political okometimes the UN, in the absence of an effective
military concerns. Coordinated advocacy fogovernment. NGOs need a collective voice to
humanitarian principles and negotiation for spaggarticipate in national policy debates and national
involves humanitarian agencies in ‘political’aid planning to ensure recognition of their role in
questions. civil society and raise issues of specific concern to
them.
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UN coordination as unwilling to take full responsibility for the

The over-arching coordinating framework for theorotection and provision of all its citizens because
UN’s overall involvement in a given Country't is itself party to a civil war. In principle however,

typically rests with the UNDP, whose headﬁau%r_\al _govefrrrl]ments_ are responsmlle for the
represents the UN to the national government. [fPOrdination of humanitarian action.

humanitarian crises, the UN continues to search fgfe challenge for government becomes harder as
a satisfactory institutional framework forthe number of international agencies increases, and
coordination. There have been experiments withigit has no plan for humanitarian aid or no formal
lead agency model, for example using UNICEF iggordinating body. Often specialised ministries or
south Sudan, UNHCR during wars in the formegqministrations are created for refugee affairs, relief
Yugoslavia and with situation-specific operationgng rehabilitation or humanitarian assistance in
such as the UN Border Relief Operation (1982general. Helpful as this is, it brings with it additional
1991) for Cambodian refugees in Thailand, or th@iternal coordination problems at the interface of

UN Office for Emergency Operations (1984-19873,ch specialised administration and the normal line
for the famine response in Ethiopia. The creatioginistries.

in 1988 of a UN Office for the Coordination of
Humanitarian and Economic Assistancdsovernmental coordination becomes sensitive and
Programmes to Afghanistan (UNOCA) with acontentious where government is strong and
specially appointed coordinator for the overall UNnvokes national security concerns. This can be over
efforts country-wide was therefore an innovativéhe presence of refugees in a context of regional
approach. In 1993 however UNDP in Afghanistatension, or where the government itself is a party
took back the responsibility for rehabilitation ando a conflict. In such cases a Ministry of the Interior,
economic and development assistance, leavigg in Guatemala, or a Ministry of Defence, as in
UNOCA with a reduced mandate of relief onlyThailand and Sri Lanka, becomesdedactolead
(Donini et al. 1996). agency’; coordination can then seem more like
control. The question of effective operational
Dissatisfaction with perceived weaknesses in th&ordination becomes linked to that of humanitarian
UN'’s capacity to mobilise a coordinated emergencypace, with agencies demanding more than the
response during the Gulf war (Minear et al. 199@overnment is willing to allow. For international
led in 1991 to the creation of a standing UNyymanitarian agencies, this argument quickly
department for coordination: the Department fOhecomes one of sovereignty. In such negotiation
Humanitarian Affairs (DHA). It could be arguedor argument over humanitarian space, the UN
that in many ways the DHA was set up to fail;syally finds itself in a different position from that
(Dedring 1996). In some cases, such as Liberia ageNGOs. The UN has a recognised humanitarian
Mozambique, there has been tension between thfyndate but is an institution made up of member
DHA and the Special Representatives of thgates: while NGOs have a self-appointed mandate
Secretary-General, whose main mission is to segkgat may be morally recognised but have no
political solutions to a conflict, and notably UNDPinternational legal status. This combination gives
and UNHCR over operational coordination{hem a strong position in the argument over
Following the establishment of the DHA, in a majohymanitarian space but also leaves them more

crisis the UN can appoint a humanitariar,yinerable to an angry reaction from the
coordinator at country level. In principle answerablgoyernment.

to the DHA, this role has often been filled by the

UNDP’s resident representative. His or her need ® special feature of Sri Lanka is that a belligerent

express concern for an adequate humanitarig@vernment provides a degree of humanitarian
response does not always fit easily with th@ssistance also in opposition controlled areas. The
diplomatic representation of the UN to a nationggovernment’s claim to authority in matters related

government, as the events in Sudan (Karim et 4 humanitarian assistance is derived from the

1996: 270-73) and Sri Lanka show. assertion that it continues to protect and provide
for all citizens in its national territory. The following
Coordination by government section examines this assertion in the light of the

overnment’s role in the conflict and its control over

We see NGOs and the UN take a lead role in t  manitarian space

coordination of humanitarian action where a
government is weak or collapsed, or where it is seen



Humanitarian Action in
Sri Lanka

Protection and provision - the In1956 however, Sinhalese nationalism became an

responsibility and authority of the eleqo-ral rallying cry, leading to the first riot.s. Trflr.nlil

government po_I|t|C|ans Waver_ed between a cros_s—cut'qr_\g élitist
alliance and straightforwardly ethnic politics, but

riots as strengthening Tamil nationalism and their

he ethr_lic conflict in Sr_i Lanka stems fTOMyemand for an autonomous or even independent
aconfllcF OVer group rlghts that onginatesro i Eelam'. Bloody riots in 1983 fueled the
oo the B”t'Sh. color_nal perloo_l (,1815_1_948)'armed Tamil militancy, now openly supported by

Sri Lanka is a multi-ethnic and religiously dlvel’SE‘mdia and led to Eelam War 1. They also fostered

CO“””Y of 18 m|II|.on people of Wr_"Ch theinternational sympathy with the Tamil cause. In
predominantly Buddhist Sinhalese constitute acle%87 India intervened to stop the Sri Lankan army

majority (cwqa 74 per cent). The Ia_rgest minority, o, taking Jaffna, the political and cultural centre
are the Tamils who themselves divided betwee the Ceylon Tamils. The subsequent Indo—Sri

?e ‘gl:e,ylon T%n;)ils’ (12.5 tperT%ent) and the ‘Indit?]'i'_ankan peace accord brought in an Indian Peace-
amils’ (now 5.5 per cent). The names are ra ?reeping Force (IPKF). This itself got quickly

in_appropriate given that all Tamils, like theentangled in a war with the Liberation Tigers of

There is al Musli nority (7.5 ; Fn+amil Eelam (LTTE), an effective guerrilla
€re 1S also a Musiim minort y (7. percen )- Fo rganisation that promptly bit the hand that had fed
almost a century the colonial administration ha The LTTE violently established its supremacy
followed a policy of balapced—or ethnica!ly €aY8ver other Tamil militant groups, the remnants of
- .“.i‘her tha_m proportlonal representation. Th\?/hich would later cooperate with the government
political asplrgtlons of the .Smhalese MaJOrity, ces to defeat the LTTE. A morally defeated IPKF
peca;me g(_)ssllggel when universal suffrage Waiithdrew in early 1990. Peace negotiations between
Introduced in ' the government and the LTTE fell apart when the

Immediately after independence in 1948 the nel! TE started Eelam War 2 in mid-1990, in which
government enacted legislation depriving thé lost ground in the east but took control of most
majority of the then much larger number of ‘IndiarPf the north, where only a ring of fortified army
Tamils’ of their citizenship and voting rights, partlydases remained. Eelam War 2 drew the Muslims
for ethnic reasons, partly to break the power of dAto the conflict. In the east, they were set upon by

organised working class. Several hundred thousaHt¢ LTTE and trained as home guards. This resulted
would subsequently repatriate to India. in reciprocal massacres of Tamil and Muslim

villagers. In November 1990 all Muslims were
expelled from the LTTE-controlled north.
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Meanwhile, between 1987 and 1990, while thé war to make peace

IPIKF v_\ias fighting the LTTE, the government hacNational elections in mid-1994 toppled the UNP

b oodily sgppreshsedda seccl)go! Lamlled hyofl_J vernment that had held power for 17 years, and
Insurgency in SO[.H and central Sri anka, the Irgad been responsible for significant state repression
having occu_rred n 19712 Although this INSUrgeNCyqainst Tamils and Sinhalese alike. It was widely
was es_sent|a||y rooted in frustrated employ_me%lt that the People’s Alliance (PA) had been elected
aspirations, unresolved tensions between traditio Ir its promise to make peace. Indeed, PA quickly
and modern identity in Sri Lanka, and a perceivegliaiq atriple strategy for peace: talks with LTTE,

erosion of democracy and state accountabili e preparation of a political package that would

(Government of Sri Lanka 1990), the Janathggo, g pstantial autonomy to the predominantly
Vimukthi Peramuna (JVP) that led the Upr's'ng’als?amil-inhabited areas and a major national
used anti-Tamil and anti-Indian rhetoric to mObi"S?ehabilitation and reconstruction programme

the Sinhalese youth. Although the JVP used te”oriiéRRP 2), studied and costed by a World Bank-

tact(;cs, thdefgoyelrn_mep]t was _|nr:ernat|onall ponsored team of consultants. But the peace talks
condemned for violating human rights. rapidly broke down after which both GoSL and

Sri Lanka is riven by multiple interrelated conflicts L TTE refused international mediation. In April

between Tamils and Sinhalese, between Tamils ah895 the LTTE started Eelam War 3. The GoSL
Muslims, within the Tamil body politic and within then claimed the moral high ground declaring that
the Sinhalese body politic. And yet Sri Lanka pride had been forced to wage war and was fighting
itself on having continued democratic elections?0t the Tamils but LTTE as the only obstacle to a
The “all or nothing’ rivalry between its two main Political settlement of the conflict. Unfortunately

political parties, an intense political patronage thdf€re was also significant opposition within the

divides all to the last village community, combinecPinhalese body politic to an agreement that would
with aloof and élitist attitudes of those ingive the Tamils substantial autonomy. Today, the
government have however, raised questions abduest difficult issue remains the future of the eastern
the plurality of Sri Lanka’s democracy. Even thougﬁlistricts of Trincomalee, Batticaloa and Ampara, a
such view is not widely held by prominent opinionquestion that directly affects the substantial Muslim
makers in Sri Lanka, it could be argued that violend2PPulation there. As a result of past political

in Sri Lanka is less an ethnic than a governanédanipulation, there is now a rough demographic
issue, and that all groups have experiencéﬁi'ance between Muslims, Tamils and Sinhalese

government repression. in the east. The east offers much-needed irrigated
land for Sinhalese settlers from the south and has
Territorial presence the excellent deep-water port of Trincomalee. A

An unusual feature of this conflict is that thep.OIItICaI settlement over the east will be more

: difficult and contentious, than over the Tamil-

Government of Sri Lanka (GoSL) has constantI& . ’
L L o ominated north.

maintained a skeleton administration in the so-
_called unclearec_i or LTTI_E-chtroIIed areas. Thi he international attitude
includes a functioning district-level presence o
line ministry staff and a Government Agent (GA)The facts that the PA government took concrete
as the most senior authority in the district. For thelePs o make peace, and that the LTTE initiated
GoSL this signals continued control over jt&=€lamWar 3, have led to a major shiftin the attitude
territory and an acceptance of its obligation8f the international community. The LTTE now
towards the war-affected populations. Indeed, tfands condemned with general support moving to
GoSL Continues to pay |ts CiViI Servants’ giveghe GoSL. Thel’e I’e.malnS aquest|0ns over Whether
pensions and welfare allowances to the poor, aH¥e government is really prepared to make

internally displaced. This distinguishes it from othegfieévances without losing the support of the
war-time situations in Angola, Mozambique,S'nhalese nationalists. Meanwhile the intensity of

Liberia’ south Sudan or Afghanistan, where thgelam War 3 has created much humanitarian need

government effectively lost control over significan@Mong the Tamil population in the north and east.

parts of its territory and could or would not, assum&ney do not necessarily perceive the GoSL to be
responsibility for all its citizens. fighting the LTTE and not the Tamils. They do

know that humanitarian assistance from the GoSL
is insufficient and they see international attention
as a way to protect themselves from GoSL abuse.



Challenges for coordinated Needs assessment and the adequacy of the
humanitarian action response

The first practical challenge in organising a
coherent emergency response is to determine
resettiement roughly how many people are involved. The GoSL
During the peace talks (September 1994—Aprifficially put the figure of the newly displaced at
1995) GoSL and UNHCR had re-started th&@00,000 while the estimate of Government Agent
repatriation of Sri Lankan refugees from India. ThéGA) in Jaffna and the agencies was 400,000. In
GoSL had also initiated a voluntary resettlemengractice the GoSL used a figure of over 300,000 to
programme for internally displaced people (IDP);alculate food rations and the problem of the
with stated entitlements and guidelines, and a piloumber of affected people would not arise until
scheme in the east. Eelam War 3 interrupted batter.t

programmes.

Displacement, drought, repatriation and

Food security remained a major concern because
The army offensive in the autumn of 1995 led tof the restrictions on its trade and production,
Jaffna being returned to GoSL control, but nataused primarily by an economic embargo on the
before virtually all the inhabitants had fled the cityporth but aggravated by drought. The war and
joining the tens of thousands of IDPs from earliedisplacement from Jaffna made health a major
phases of the war. Some 150,000 went to the easteamcern. The Jaffna Teaching Hospital which had
part of the Jaffna peninsula, only to be returndokeen the major referral centre for health no longer
home when that too came under GoSL control ifunctioned. There was a great need for surgical
the spring of 1996. Another 250,000 crossed thmpacity, curative care and public health. Although
Jaffna lagoon into the Vanni. The Vanni is the mixethe majority of displaced were taken in by local
jungle and agricultural region between the lagooresidents or found refuge in ‘welfare centres’, often
and Vavuniya town. The bulk initially settledschools, temples and public buildings, there were
around Kilinochchi, the major urban centre in thénmmediate shelter needs. In the medium term,
Vanni, but would become displaced again, togethpeople would have to be relocated from the welfare
with Vanni residents, by subsequent fighting thereentres and from overcrowded residences.

_ Although the drought reduced the risk of
In the east LTTE regained control of much of th@ommunicable diseases and the incidence of

Elntirl'and and relsettleg’vnlagers Lound_themsilv‘?ﬁalaria, as well as extra pressure for shelter against
ack in an ‘uncleared’ area. There is no cleghe rains, it did increase concerns over food

frontline as in the north, and civilians in many,,qction and access to sufficient quantities of safe
places have to cross the ‘lines’ on a daily bas'arinking-water.

Many have more limited access to food and basic

services than in the north, and the Tamils are lessthese key areas, the needs and the impact of the
likely to get financial support from relatives abroadiumanitarian response had to be monitored over
than their counterparts from urban Jaffna. In thigme. As no agency covered all districts and sectors,
east, both LTTE and notably the police are lesateragency collaboration in assessment,
disciplined, and there is a gruesome history afionitoring and evaluation was required.
massacres and disappearances. The army often

disregards the official policy on voluntaryProtection

resettlement and has prevented resettled villaggsgotection is an explicit aspect of the mandate of
from fleeing again to safer urban areas. Sinhaleggme operational organisations, notably the ICRC
villagers also tend to get more generous relief anghqy UNHCR. Others feel they have a ‘witnessing’
resettlement assistance from the authorities thggle. The situation in Sri Lanka raised many
Tamils and Muslims. The north and east ConStitU]%ﬁ'otection issues. In the past both warring parties
the “dry zone' in Sri Lanka and the whole situatiolhad massacred civilians, and fierce arguments have
was aggravated by a country-wide severe droughfisen between agencies and the GoSL over reports
in 1995-1996. The category of IDPs becamgs new such instances. Civilians being used — by
complemented with one of residents who wergjther side — as shields behind which to travel,
‘drought-affected'. hide or carry out attacks is an unacceptable tactic.
Medical facilities came under fire from both the
army and LTTE, who each justified such action with
the argument that enemy casualties were being
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treated in them. Both sides historically have torturdolreaucratic attitudes that inhibit consultation. With
and abused prisoners and carried out extrajudictéle number of IDPs fluctuating between half and
killings. LTTE uses child soldiers in contraventiorone million, the treasury is severely burdened, but
of the Convention of the Rights of the Child, whictri Lanka can generally count on significant foreign
is at the core of the mandates of the Save tled, directly for development projects and

Children Fund alliance and UNICEF. humanitarian assistance, and indirectly through

: . . macro-economic support.
Agencies had to decide what position to take

regarding human rights abuse, and how to respof\$kernational agency capacity
to them.

For the UN, UNHCR in practical operational terms
Rehabilitation and reconstruction has been the lead agency, mostly working with

NGO partners, and to a lesser degree with local

During the peace talks in late 1994, a group Qfoyermnment authorities. UNHCR's presence in Sti
World Bank sponsored consultants prepared a draf{ 5 is linked to the need to repatriate tens of

plan for the large-scale rehabilitation_ anc!housands of refugees, mostly from southern India.
reconstruction of the war-affected zones. Unlike thg, o agency considered IDPs as ‘of concern to the
UN, NGOs, although portrayed in the plan agyycRr', and also provided relief to areas that
important implementing partners, were nop,q apsorbed repatriated refugees. The role of
consulted in the process. They did manage to obtqijycEF was to work in conflict areas with and
two meetings with cons_ultants but were nofhrough the GoSL. It had no field presence in the
themselves yet ready to think on such a grand sc@lgy, " The position of UNDP on the other hand
and consider the change of role from relief .< 2 awkward one — being both central and

providers to participants in reconstruction. ”}narginal to the UN's efforts in the conflict zone.

January 1995 the GoSL set up its own, exclusivelys i gther countries, UNDP would be likely to
governmental, Northern Task Force which wa lay a lead role in a rehabilitation and

suspended when Eelam War 3 broke out. In Apiil -onstruction programme, but not in the

199_6’ when the army had taken th'e whol_e Jaff%%ergency phase. Still the brief of the UNDP
peninsula, and over 200,000 Tamils again cam@gigent representative included humanitarian
under GoSL control, the Task Force was revived i ities. To do this UNDP has funded an in-
The GO_SL then _prgs_ented to the_'ntemat'on%lountry post of ‘Adviser on Humanitarian Affairs’

community a multi-million dollar funding proposal gj,ce 1993. The ICRC was invited in by the GoSL
for immediate relief and rehabilitation in Jaffnaduring the youth insurgency in the south, and plays
The request was shared and discussed within &y important role in both protection and relief

UN, and by the representatives of major don@{sgistance in the north and east. There are
governments. But NGOs also had to define theg proximately eight major international NGOs

position and consider what possible role they cou NGO) operational in the north and east, several

orwould or ought to play. of which were working in Sri Lanka before the
escalation of the ethnic conflict, and many of which
also have programmes in the south. A few
internationally affiliated church organisations
channel humanitarian assistance to conflict-affected

The GoSL itself had significant potential capacit@eople from all ethnic groups.

to provide humanitarian assistance. There WasAe% the time of the exodus of the Jaffna population,

Weake;ned but still funct!onlng administration 'ntne GoSL made it clear it did not want a larger UN
place in most of the conflict-affected areas, as we : L )
Presence. With an explicit reference to Rwanda, it

as an effective _sys_tem of registration. There Weliso refused new INGOs arriving to work in the
policies and guidelines for the poor and for peoplﬁ

affected by war or natural disaster. There was Y rth.
Ministry of Reconstruction and Rehabilitation WithN

years of experience. The terrain in Sri Lanka,
compared to other countries, is easy and tha war-time Sri Lanka there were also many
logistical infrastructure good. Where problemBuddhist and some Hindu and Muslim charitable
occur, these mostly stem from a top-down approagiganisations, and a rich array of community-based
to planning, a slow disbursement of funds angrganisations (CBO) that provided relief and

The capacity for humanitarian response

Government capacity

ational non-governmental capacity



welfare assistance. Some of these, with increaseuld, without warning, add restrictions on other
foreign funding from INGOs, the UN or evenitems such as bicycles and their spare parts, tinned
bilaterally through the Ministry of Reconstructionfood and boxes of matche, all of which could
and Rehabilitation, have grown into intermediarpresumably be used by LTTE guerrillas.
NGOs. Most of these cover small geographicdteriodically, cash carried by agencies to pay salaries
areas and have varied but generally limitednd make local purchases would also be limited.
expertise and capacity. Some, not all, tend to Ibéumanitarian agencies could carry restricted items
ethnically oriented. after obtaining a permit which required

) ] ) ) _endorsement by the MoD, but even then, the local
It is quite possible that the Tamil Relief,yiiay command at Vavuniya and Trincomalee
Organisation (TRO) has the largest operationgl, impose their own more arbitrary restrictions
capacny in the north_. It denies affiliation to LTTE, every possible relief item; towels, clothes,
gnd claims t_o be an mdep_e'nd('ant NGO' Others SBﬁckets, hurricane lanterns, plastic sheeting, most
it as the rgllef and rehabl_llta}tlon wing of LTTE'medicaI drugs and even soap and Oral Rehydration
Whatever its status, there is little doubt that LTTEg 5 ¢ Athough not officially restricted, there would
as with other national orgamsaﬂo_ns in the te_”!toré{lways be bureaucratic or logistical problems as
it controls, has a major say in the policiesy, hy sych items could not be allowed entry or at
programmes and resources of TRO. least only in minimal quantities (Van Brabant 1996).
No less problematic was the fact that drought-relief
measures were initiated all over the country except
As in other countries, significant but hidden relief the north, where no permit was ever granted for
is being provided to the many IDPs by resident hoSPare parts to repair the many damaged pumps and

populations. The majority of IDPs — Sinhalesed"lling rigs.

Tamil or Muslim — are not in camps, but have beefinere was an arbitrary measure that white plastic
accommodated and supported by family, friends Qfeeting could be distributed to the IDPs on the
sympathetic local people. Host populations havessina peninsula but not in the Vanni, although the
in turn been affected by the drought and movingykier and harder to distribute cadjan (woven palm
battlelines. leaves used to construct simple huts) was allowed.

Notwithstanding this significant overall capacityj, the east the embargo was more unofficial without
that, if well coordinated, could have been appliegeing less arbitrary. As the army withdrew its

effectively, the condition of civilians in the Va””ioutlying camps, many villages found themselves
and in the east gradually deteriorated. A majQlyain in ‘uncleared’ territory. Those who had

reason for this has been the tight control andsettied were entitled to food rations, available
restriction of humanitarian space. from the government controlled centres, but found
that they could only take small quantities at a time,
forcing people to travel back and forth continuously.

Host population

Humanitarian space

The economic and the military embargo controlling humanitarian assistance to the north
. . was easy in practical terms. There were only two
Ffrotr;: the t'{ﬂe. Wqﬁn LTTF glaég%d control of mos_éossible routes of entry where the lines had to be
Omb er novrv '3 Ier edarsy me it Sr’n anwﬁﬁonb?/rim rossed. There was the landroute to the Vanni, with
embargo was deciared. Some 1tems, 0 O%%eck-points in place at Vavuniya, and a sea route

security |mpl|cat|_ons, were banned. Th(_ase includ 0 the Jaffna peninsula, with checks at the port of
for example, binoculars, barbed wire, smal

batteri 4 for detonat trol or diesel f ,’incomalee. Agencies would not use military
atteries (used for etona ors), petrol or diesel fu anes or Navy ships to go to Jaffna, nor the private
and urea-based fertiliser (urea can be used to m

explosives). Other items such as paraffin anV $sels chartered by the GoSL. The ICRC operated
P ' P s own ship between Trincomalee and the

cement (used to build bunkers) were allowed only _ . L ,
in contro(lled quantities. In the gummer of 1995 thEenlnsuIa, thereby offering ‘neutral” transport.
restrictions on urea-based fertiliser were extendefge
to other ‘straight’ fertilisers, even though it is not

actually feasible to make explosives with them. The international humanitarian agencies made
d':,everal joint representations to the GoSL to point

Although an official list of banned and restricte 1 it the unmet needs of the pooulation in the north
items would be ‘gazetted’, the Ministry of Defence Pop ’

rceived impartiality
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and to argue particular measures for health, watagsistance role as complementary to GoSL capacity
shelter and food security. Arguing humanitariamas they had a stronger presence and programme in
concerns, and easier access for assistance, W3 E-controlled areas, madking them more likely
always a politically sensitive affair. The GoSL ando witness, and speak out about, large-scale civilian
the military remained concerned that the aim adeath caused by the government forces, than about
LTTE was to politically exploit the humanitarianthe massacres of civilians carried out by LTTE.
argument. There were also quite some doubts abdiitey also had no access problems in government-
the impartiality of the international agenciescontrolled areas. Although there were occasional
ranging from the belief that they were politicallysignals from LTTE command that it might exercise
naive and unaware of how LTTE manipulated thea greater control over their work, as it did over local
presence and assistanceto the suspicion that, ouNgOs, this did not occur, so the agencies did not
solidarity with the Tamil ‘underdog’, some staffexperience much restriction of the humanitarian
might consciously support LTTE. NGOsspace from LTTE. It was structurally difficult to
particularly were the object of suspicion, somethingppear impartial and balanced because of the
that has to be seen in the light of years dituation on the ground.

international condemnation of the (previous) GoSL

over human rights, election violence and statih was obvious that control over the Tamil civilians
repression ' in the north was an important aspect of the political

and military strategies of both parties to the conflict.
The perception was fueled by the fact that th€he humanitarian agencies had to balance
humanitarian agencies had to argue more over tbensiderations of need against the risk of playing
situation in LTTE-controlled areas than the one iimto these strategies.
GoSL-controlled areas — many saw their material



Mechanisms for
Coordination

Mechanisms for coordination at the Information Unit, managed by the UN or by an

outbreak of the war interagency committee including the GoSL was

The Government floated, but the project never got off the ground.

. e For its part, UNHCR developed close programming
he Mlnlstry. of Rehabilitation and relationships with a number of NGOs, as
Reconstruction appeared the naturglyermediaries or final implementers of its various
locus for coordlnauop. ,W'th'n It Was 4 nds of quick-impact projects that had started in

located the office of the Commissioner General q4 1993 to assist communities to which repatriated

Essential Services (CGES) who would organise thgf gees had returned. Programming and review
GoSL assistance to the LTTE-controlled nort%eetingw were organised with its partners.

notably food rations, paraffin and medicine.

However because most agencies were directifhe NGO Consortium

operational or worked through line ministries and

local NGOs, the humanitarian and rehabilitatiohe NGO Consortium on Relief and Rehabilitation
activities of the GoSL, the UN (except UNICEF)constituted the largest forum, originating in 1985
and the NGOs would operate parallel, without with informal meetings between NGOs. On the
single attempt to work according to an agreedscalation of war in 1987 these meetings became

overall plan. formalised as the NGO Consortium.
Representatives from GoSL, the UN, and the Red
The UN Cross were routinely invited to the monthly

‘ , meetings, the agenda included district updates,
The UNDP hosted an 'NGO-Donor Forum’ everynsormation exchange of activities planned or in

month to bring together representatives from t ogress, and any issues arising. A ‘coordinator’

donors, the UN, the Red Cross, INGOs and the,ot existed between 1987-1993 which was then
GoSL to discuss development issues and to prov'fi@placed by a half-time post of ‘secretary’ and an

updates on the humanitarian situation. Betweeﬂdvisory Committee of seven member NGOs.
1990 and 1994 it had been the forum where NGOs

had articulated their concerns over what waA review of the first decade of the consortium

perceived as an intimidating style of the Presidentia¢vealed a profound discrepancy between its stated

Commission of Inquiry in Respect of Non-objectives and the minimalist practice of

Governmental Organisations (Van Brabant 1995¢oordination that the members allowed. The
In 1994 the idea of setting up an NGO projeabbjectives included: assessments of relief and
database within UNDP, as the core of a potentieghabilitation needs; sharing of technical resources
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and expertise; strengthening of local organisationgere not shared however, at least not with NGOs.
and collective liaison with government agencies. _ _ .
In practice the consortium did little more than holél_hat game month, following a f'eld_v's't of an
unimaginative monthly meetings. District update§XPerienced UNHCR emergency officer, the UN
would vary in quality and sometimes listed thé)rganlsed aone anc_l a half d_ay seminar that it was
reporting agency’s activities rather than focus offoP€d would resultin a multilateral task force for
unmet needs. Sectoral coordination, for exampl§!® management of the humanitarian situation.
in health or agriculture, would depend entirely o resided over by bqth the Comm|SS|oner General
the initiative of an interested member agency! Essential Services and the acting UNDP
Thematic exchange, such as on savings and créiP'esentative, it brought together senior
schemes, occured in networks outside thé&Presentatives from government, other UN
consortium with no link or feedback to it. The2gencies, the Red Cross, NGOs and donors. When
agency directory gave a general profile but withodt be'came.clear that the_GoSL was reluctant to m_vne
details of budgets, staffing or projects. outsiders into the deC|3|onTr.nak|ng process, thg idea
of a task force was modified to an information-
There was no database of who was working whergharing ‘forum’. But this also was unacceptable to
The consortium failed to stimulate critical debat¢he GoSL.
around policy and programme issues. Neither was

it used as the forum for even critical challengeE'iction had already been growing in relations
such as the question of NGO legislation or a largB€tween the GoSL and the UN. UNDP had to send

scale rehabilitation and reconstruction plan for thaack two medical doctors, UN Volunteers, when
war-affected areas. the MoD refused permission _for the rad_los seen

by the agency as a precondition for their work in
This ineffectiveness, and the resulting discontetite north. The GoSL had also formally complained
with its performance, had been the members’ owmhen the director of UNESCO in Paris, on the basis
choice. Reviews in 1989 and again 1991 haof an MSF-France press release, condemned the
highlighted its structural weaknesses, but each tindeath of schoolchildren in an air raid on the Jaffna
the members, presumably fearing the loss geninsula.

independence, had refused to give it the formality, _ _
the clout and capacity to become more effective. Tt PUPlic clash with the UN occured shortly after

therefore remained a loose association in whidhi€ Seminar. When it became clear that the

nobody was required to give up any autonomy. THRPPulation was ereir_19 Jaffna city, .the UN
Advisory Committee was not an effectiveoecretary-General publicly expressed his concern

mechanism of governance and did not producef%r a potential humanitarian crisis, and the need

longer term vision or sense of direction. A halffor a relief operation on an approlpr.iate scale. T_his
time secretary was just enough capacity to prepar@tseéd a sharp reply from the Minister of Foreign
a meeting and send papers around. Locating tﬁgalrs. The_ governme_nt reafflrmgd |t_s comm_ltment

secretary in the office of a member agency, usif'd capacity to provide humanitarian assistance,
the letterhead of a member agency and rotating tHHt also made it clear that it did not want a larger

meeting place among members, not only kept t presence, let alone direct UN intervention. It
cost low but also the profile. It tr,1u3 could not acgffectively defined the conflict as an internal affair,

as an identifiable and effective focal point for otheIPfd\(ing GoSL to maintain the lead in managing the

agencies, for government and for visitors. CrISIS.
Strengthening coordination The Government
A UN initiative One immediate result of this clash with the UN was

the appointment of a civil servant as a ‘Focal Point’,

When in the summer of 1995 the war intensifieéP Serve as interlocutor on matters pertaining to
on the Jaffna peninsula, international agencidglief for the LTTE-controlled north. Hopes were
reviewed their emergency preparedness. In Octob@ised that this would herald a much-needed
1995 the UN initiated its internal Emergency Tasknprovement in communication and interaction
Force meetings’ chaired by UNDP. These inc|udé&3tween GoSL and the international humanitarian
agencies such as WFP, FAO and WHO who theétgencies in particular. Although over the following
had no programmes or presence in the War-aﬁectgtpnths, agenCieS met IndIVIduaIIy and COIleCtively
zone. The agenda and outcomes of the meetiriyh the ‘Focal Point’, it eventually transpired that



the role carried with it no effective authority. It washumanitarian concerns, though not to the point of
simply to try and ‘facilitate’ solutions to the manycreating a mass emergency, which would have
practical problems that the agencies experiencagknerated more international pressure. The MoD
with no return flow of information on the GoSL'sassumed overriding authority over any matters
plans and activities, let alone any joint planning. pertaining to the war zone. Staff of the MoD and

i i the Joint Operational Command did not attend
In April 1996, when the whole Jaffna peninsula haghieragency meetings or meetings with the Focal

come under army control, the GoSL revived thg,;;nic"and were, like the office of the Secretary of
Resettlement and Reconstruction Authority for thg ofanse barely contactable. There were thus no

North (RRAN), the successor of an interminiSteri%ossibiIities for information exchange and
Presidential Task Force North that had first bee(fbnfidence-building.

created in January 1995, at the time of peace talks

and when a national reconstruction programme Wghe NGO Consortium on Relief and
being prepared. As with its predecessor, it was n el

clear who participated in RRAN, what its precis ehabilitation

role and procedures were and on the basis of wHagring the first 18 months of war, for external and
information it made decisions. Remarkably théternal reasons, the NGO Consortium did not offer

international agencies were informed that th@n effective mechanism for coordination. A major

authority of the Ministry of Reconstruction andexternal reason was the climate of intimidation and
Rehabilitation over the north was withdrawn, anguspicion that quickly arose. Noone remained
restricted to the war-affected areas of the centkaffected by the renewed outbreak of war and
and east. Confusingly, a second Focal Point wHevitably the unease between most Sinhalese and
now appointed, to serve as the interlocutor for thEamils, heightened including amongst those
areas of the north newly brought under governmetfitvolved in relief work. A vicious press campaign
control. Once again, what real authority this podfh November 1995 alleged that humanitarian
entailed was unclear, and the appointment did n@@encies were intentionally or unintentionally
open a channel for effective dialogue angupporting LTTE. At one point a crowd mobilised
communication, let alone coordination, betweeRY local radio against an NGO meeting, turned

international agencies and the GoSL. aggressive. Church-affiliated organisations
providing relief were intimidated when two priests

The absence of effective communication angere arrested and accused of smuggling banned
coordination with central government, was ifitems to the north. The smear campaign effectively
contrast to the situation on the ground, at least jatimidated agencies who then became secretive.
the northern districts where GAs and line ministryrhe fact that some statements made at a consortium
staff faced the problems generated by sudden agféeting were leaked to and distorted in the press,
large-scale displacement compounded by droughéised great concerns over their confidentiality. In

Close cooperation ensued between the humanitargfly case, Government officials stopped attending
agencies within the framework of district reliefconsortium meetings.

committees. In December 1995 it appeared that the _ _
GA in Vavuniya, in whose district lay the ‘crossline’lnternally, the consortium had not built up a

land route into the Vanni, would become that areafadition of proactive coordination. This would not

in motion which coincided with the first year and a
Combining this role as logistical hub with one ohalf of the war.

information centre proved difficult in practice.
Notwithstanding support from the internationaPbjectives To enhance the quality, effectiveness,

agencies, the lack of skill and discipline in the flowprofessionalism and transparency of the work of
of information between the many players irtS members became the aim of the new consortium.
Colombo, and the GA and agency offices in thé formulated three objectives:

Vanni, led to often incomplete, confused or,
unverified information, making coordination

impossible. * to provide a forum for different stakeholders in
the humanitarian response to meet and
encourage its members to develop a common
position and take collective initiatives;

to render services of interest to its members;

That there was no effective coordination with
government was due to the fact that military and
political objectives were allowed to override
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e to promote and facilitate joint strategicMembershigrhe review raised important questions
initiatives, proactive coordination, collectiveabout membership. The previous policy of open and
learning and skill development. inclusive membership had yielded little effective

_ action. Therefore a clearer type of membership

Clearly the most demanding, but also the mogfganisation was proposed, with Articles of

important objective, was the last. Association, formal membership applications to be

Importantly the geographical scope of thécreened,stafte_d_ rights and gbligationsfor r_nembers

and the possibility of revoking membership from

consortium was confirmed as island-wide? ' iduals who sh q . . A
Previously its members had been focused on tffdlividuals who showed no active commitment.

north, making it vulnerable to accusations ofMaller membership would have to be balanced

partiality and revealing an inadequate analysis alns_t greater quality a'r!d effectn/_ent_ess.
the different conflicts in Sri Lanka Interestingly, some church-affiliated organisations

were uneasy about becoming full members of a
Another new proposal was for the consortium téormal NGO consortium. New, more controlling
provide a forum to explore the roles, opportunitieslGO legislation remained a threat, and they felt
and constraints of those agencies working in btitey might better maintain a separate identity: ‘we
also on the conflict. Previous discussions tendeate with you but not of you'. The question was also
to be dominated by the technical and logisticahised whether pure human rights organisations
aspects of relief. Little focused attention had beegould be full members? Both the GoSL and LTTE
devoted to local capacities, livelihoods of thénave been very sensitive over statements and
psycho-social or gender dimensions of conflictdenunciations by human rights organisations. The
There appeared little awareness of local-levdiuman rights organisations in Sri Lanka, however,
intercommunal dialogue and reconciliation effortsjo not form a cohesive group with an agreed code
or of the availability of documentation by Sriof conduct. This makes operational agencies with
Lankan analysts on the causes and the politics afield presence wary about backlash against them,
the conflict. Better knowledge of these two issuggarticularly if the information about violations
would have helped agencies position themselv@guld appear to have come from them. Although
more effectively to argue their role and place in thiéwas felt that relationships of trust and cooperation
face of public doubts and criticisms. had to be developed with human rights

The Review Process of the NGO Consortium

A review took place in a consultative and accountable manner and took a strategic planning
approach. The effectiveness of the consortium had been questioned by members in early
1995. The Advisory Committee then organised some exploratory reflections that highlighted
the major issues and sensitivities. On 7 May a Review Committee was created, whose terms of
reference were approved by consortium members. The members, four Sri Lankans and three
foreigners, were selected on the basis of commitment and experience. They analysed the
situation in Sri Lanka and in the NGO sector and the relationships of NGOs with other players.
Then a vision for Sri Lanka and for the NGO sector was articulated. This was followed by a
statement of aims, objectives and potential activities, and was accompanied by recommended
priorities. Questions of capacity and funding were framed by stated objectives. Finally, a
structure of governance was proposed, with an elected Steering Committee that would offer
firmer guidance while maintaining transparency and accountability.?

The first draft proposal was ready in September 1995, with a second following in January
1996 (Review Committee 1996). The war slowed the process considerably and questions of
funding and membership could only be returned to in mid-1996. By July 1996 the Review
Committee had substantially taken over the role of the Advisory Committee. After a workplan
for the creation of a new consortium had been detailed, and an Interim Committee created of
individuals from agencies with demonstrated interest, the old consortium was disbanded. The
new Consortium on Humanitarian Aid effectively started work in the autumn of 1996.




organisations, it was decided that only operationflamework for continued assessment and
agencies should become members of theogramme planning, UNHCR and the ICRC then
consortium. participated in these. The GoSL's restriction on the

) ) ] number of international agencies also helped, as
CapacityTo be effective the consortium needed g0 a5 ironically, the restrictions on access and
small secretariat. To fund it, and avoid anygjief goods. The exchange and pooling of material

continuation of a largely passive membership, the, 4 technical resources is more spontaneous when
principle of a membership contribution had to b?‘.uch goods are scarce

honoured. It was proposed to raise the token

membership fee. Reference criteria for a new fepng Interagency Emergency Group

could be the level of the annual salary of an

unskilled worker in an NGO office, or 1 per cent of)ith the intensification of the war in the autumn
an agency’s annual budget, which seemedaf 1995, eight larger operational NGOs began to
reasonable price for information and coordinatiohave their own regular meetings. This coalition
benefits. For those with the willingness but not thederived spontaneously from the common
ability to pay, contributions in kind could beexperience of bureaucratic obstacles, and from the

considered. realisation, after the clash between the GoSL and
o o the UN, that as international agencies they had a
NGO coordination at district level somewhat different ‘political’ position than Sri

Lankan agencies. Sri Lankan agencies had also been

In several districts of the north and east, NGOs h?gluctant to join in collective advocacy and
their own regular gatherings. Apart from the ﬁelq'epresentations to the GoSL, or to sign even

office representatives of larger international OEarefuIIy worded press releases. The NGO
national agencies, they were mostly r_nade up ®fonsortium was not at the time an effective forum.
local CBOs or intermediary NGOs. Their meetlng§/ery quickly UNHCR, the ICRC and the other
tended to be rather formalistic, and limited mOStl}ﬁwajor relief providersj(;ined in. Later UNICEF and
to information exchange, not unlike that of the NGQVFP occasionally attended meetings. UNHCR and

Consortium in Colombo prior to the review. Thgna |cRC because of their specific international

Jaffna grouping had been most comprehensive IE‘?al status at times followed a different protocol
i raising issues with the GoSL, so written

its agenda, but the occasional high-handedness;
the TRO had paused bad feeling. In Trincomalegommunications from the group would only be
some reflection had started on the role an gned by the NGOs. Even so, the forum ensured a

functioning of a coordinating body. At least untiICommon understanding and continued common
1996 the communication between diSt”Ct'NGQ)bjectives.

consortia and the NGO Consortium in Colombo

depended entirely on the field staff of largein the spring of 1996 questions arose over the
organisations. This in the medium term seemed garticipation of donor representatives. It was felt
inadequate mechanism. The reflections antthat humanitarian concerns should remain clearly
agreements in the capital did not always find thedistinguished from a broader foreign policy agenda
way to the field, while not all concerns raised abf donors and the GoSL, so preference was given
field level — especially in places other than Jaffneo the Interagency Group making special
and the Vanni — were followed up in Colomborepresentations to the donor community. There were
Ideally a direct communication and collaborativealso questions raised about the participation of
effort could be developed between coordinatingdvisers on humanitarian affairs of which there
bodies in the capital and in the district. This wouldvere two: one working for the Canadian
require preliminary investment in a similarinternational Development Agency, and one
collective reflection at district level, and probablyworking for the UN. While the adviser working for
some support for institution building, asthe donor agency adopted very much an observer’s
international agencies had provided for districtrole and kept most interventions to advice, the UN
level NGO coordinating bodies in the southadviser was sometimes made to act as spokesperson
However, this could not be done in the middle dby the head of UNDP.

an emergency.
gency Given that UNDP had no operational activities in

Some rather effective collaboration in the field didhe conflict-affected areas, and that the GoSL had
occur though, certainly in the north. The districchown clear irritation over too firm an advocacy
relief committees chaired by the GA provided about humanitarian concerns by UNDP, several
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was sought from member agencies in a standard
format, for which special forms were designed.
Agency field staff however saw these as an extra
burden and were unwilling to fill them in. More
importantly, the database approach focused
attention on easily quantifiable activities. Thus
much effort was spent tracking the supply of
emergency household items, whereas the greatest
vulnerabilities lay in the areas of food security,
water and health. There were various sources of
information on these sectors, some quantified and
others not, that were not properly collated.

The purposes of the Interagency
Emergency Group

The objectives of the Interagency Emergency
Group were to monitor the condition of the
displaced and the host population and to
communicate a comprehensive and
analytical picture of the situation to the GoSL
and the diplomatic community; to provide
a forum to initiate coherent lobbying and
advocacy initiatives; and to discuss the
meaning and nature of the humanitarian

mandate in order to collectively maintain |  Food security was a politically sensitive issue,
an impartial position in a highly politicised especially after the GoSL took offence over hasty
situation. and unsubstantiated reports of food shortages and
international press statements that food was being
operational agencies felt that the head's agendged as a ‘weapon of war’. As the GoSL had taken
priorities and approach had become excessivelyrmal responsibility for rations, the humanitarian

cautious. These structural tensions betweefyencies accordingly avoided involvement in food
diplomatic representation of the UN and acting agansfers.

humanitarian coordinator, caused significant unease

for all concerned. Although initial nutritional surveys did not show
signs of significant malnutrition, grave concern
Effective coordination? persisted over food security. For practical and

political reasons independent monitoring of the

The coordination of humanitarian action ration supply line was impossible. Information
) ) .. aboutlocal food production and market prices was

The major challenges for operational coordinatio, ,-iaple but, without an adequate food security
were in the areas of needs and capacity assessmﬁmdell no use was made of this data. WFP and FAO,
resource allocation, standardisation of procedurggncemed about the impact of the drought, were
and guidelines and coordinated planning angy 5jjowed access to the north. It was eventually a
implementation. Throughout the war, the mos{,,sehold food security survey by ICRC that
serious attempt at coordination was undertaken l?¥vealed that mothers and the elderly were
the Interagency Emergency Group. becoming malnourished due to sacrificing their own

Assessmenalthough the GAs regularly producedfOOd to give their children, and that food insecurity
situation reports by district, these were not normally@s greater in parts of the east than in the north.

accessible to international agencies. Some of thel[ 1he sector of water and sanitation only one

contents was shared at district-level meetings, beency involved developed a dossier, monitoring
by and large the'picture built up in the I.nteragenq)oater levels in wells, keeping an inventory of
Group was derived from the reporting of thg,jjities and activities and arguing the need for a
member agencies. Importantly one or two NGOg, a1 intervention. As similar information was not
also conducted semi-structured interviews WItEOllated by the other agencies involved, a detailed

IDPs gnd host families, to gain insight about the}Sicture was only available for one area of operation.
perceived needs.

) ) . The district health committees, in which local
The Interagency Group fairly quickly appointed afinistry of Health and agency staff participated,

Information Officer. The original idea was that theallowed the monitoring of health needs and the
postholder would monitor political and military \o5nqnse capacity of the health services in the north.
devel_opmer_1ts, populatlon_ movemgnts,_ fooglowever, no effective information exchange or
§ecur|ty, public health and Ioglstlcs_and identify ke}foordination occured centrally in Colombo.
issues and trends. Such an overview could then Pggicaly, the Ministry of Health should have been
used for joint operational or advocacy |n|t!at|vesthe appropriate authority, but throughout the first
In' retrospect the_attempt to process the various d@’@ar of war, it failed to call any of the quarterly
with a comput_erlsed datal_)false d_'d hot seem to _han%etings that it had initiated in the spring of 1994.
been appropriate. To facilitate input, 'nformat'orMoreover,the de facto decisions over health



supplies were taken by a Medical Committee i light of the operational limitations experienced,
the MoD. This was closed and inaccessible tand of the significant local capacity, hindsight
humanitarian agencies, and the rationale for ighows that more attention could have been paid to
decisions was never reported. capacity building, especially for CBOs,

) .. intermediary NGOs and associations of IDPs,
On the whole an adequate interagency monitoring, ever difficult in a context of continuing
and information system proved difficult and SIOWdispIacement.

to develop. Through the verbal reports at the weekly

meetings, however, a reasonable and fairlgtandardisation of guidelines and proceduré&s
comprehensive picture could be maintained, albghe absence of effective task force work, little
not always substantiated with hard data. Thisystematic attention was paid to standardisation.
contributed to the overall situation reports of th&JNHCR and its implementing partners streamlined
UN Adviser on Humanitarian Affairs. In this procedures for the submission of proposals for
politically very charged context, a UN report stillquick-impact projects. Agencies distributing
carried more clout than one produced by NGO$ousehold items agreed on a package and
whom the GoSL continued to keep at arms lengtprocedures. But different agencies continued to use

) o different methodologies in nutritional surveys, or
The biggest omission was the assessment Giarent policies for the applications to revolving

capacity. Fortunately, the TRO and the skeletq,, fnqs that had been set up prior to the latest
government administration in the north showegd.a|ation of war.

remarkable organisational talent, while the IDPs

and host population in general had more assets thiint planning and implementatioRew involved

was at first feared. After two years of war andh relief and rehabilitation expected the entire Jaffna

displacement, those original assets had been largpbpulation to flee. A quick response to such a large-

depleted. scale crisis was seen as a higher priority than a
_ , planned response. Although there was some rapid

Resource allocationIn geographical terms, theconsultation on who was planning to do what,

agencies, followed the moving population,gencies made their own decisions on what supplies

concentratlons_, both pushed by the war in the nor purchase. Some engaged in advance ‘flag

The most glaring strategic weakness of the Wholﬂanting’, and then could not deliver.

coordination effort, however, was the neglect of the

east. Politically crucial, militarily more fuzzy andProactive interagency planning mostly revolved

insecure, and logistically more demanding, ther@round providing shelter. In line with MoD

were pockets of much greater need, and mosgipulations some agencies had imported white

infringement and violation of people’s rights, thamplastic sheeting that could not be used for

in the north. camouflage. The agencies were very aware of GoSL
concern that too much assistance would consolidate

provided cannot be blamed on the agencies, bt'éﬁ(e place around methodologies of targeting and

result from the restrictive policies of GOSL andyisiibution that would leave IDPs themselves with
MoD. Most agencies were unwilling to get involved,, 4 vimum choice where they would reside. These

in food ration provision, which GoSL had officially |45 \ere disturbed by arbitrary restrictions on
ta.ken on as its responS|b|I|ty._They were keen Qe transport of plastic sheeting to the Vanni.
stimulating local food production, but found the'rDetaiIed joint operational planning in the face of
efforts hampered by restrictions on fertiliser, Seeﬁ'npredictable restrictions on importing or

and cement for the repair of irrigation canalsy;nqnorting relief items ceased being useful or

Support in the sectors of health, water and sheltgl;jigic Because of constraints and shortages, there
was inadequate due to the restrictions imposed. 4S,5 much pragmatic exchange and pooling of

a result more effort went into the supply 0fresources once these had been taken across the lines.

emergency household items than would normally

have been the case. A major demand of the IDRs far as the 1996 GoSL request for the funding of

was for income opportunities, for which there waselief and rehabilitation in Jaffna is concerned, this

limited expertise available among the agenciesvas shared with the UN and donors but not with

Some local initiatives were funded to provide muchiNGOs, who were also excluded from the informal

needed psycho-social counselling. discussions that the donors and UN held about
them.
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The coordination of humanitarian A painful testin this regard occurred in December
diplomacy 1995, when it was accidentally discovered that a

British medical relief agency planned to carry out
The Interagency Group as a whole, or at least t gency p y

) L5 ‘assessment’ at Elephant Pass, a military camp
NGO part of it, made a number of collective

at the Jaffna lagoon, then still fully inside LTTE-
approache_s to .GOSL’ LTTE and dono{:ontrolled territory and only accessible by military
representatives. Initially these tended to focus

Lo : . ane. The agency was new to Sri Lanka and onl
access for the humanitarian agencies (with GoS gency y

. . d Il project in th t-controlled
and on their independence (with LTTE), bu§3 asmalt project in the government-controtie

. ) ) st. It had informed the other agencies about its
increasingly the emphasis turned to the needs I?Zpe to start a medical programme in the Vanni,

the civilians. Several memorandums or short rePONS |t not about the Elephant Pass. It did not

were produc_ed on topics I”_(?: the unme_t needs Bbrticipate in the NGO Consortium meetings. The
health, t_he impact of _fert|I|ser on agricultural lanned assessment raised grave concerns, not in
p'roductlon and the impact of.dr'ought aNGhe least among the agency’s staff. Not only had
displacement on access to safe drinking-water. LTTE shot down some military planes, but it was

The NGOs were individually and collectively@lso felt that the agency, through such close
unprepared to argue for humanitarian principles afgsociation with the military, might expose itself
humanitarian space. There was no clear Concepttgf LTTE retaliation if it intended to start work in
what was considered basic rights of civilians in §1€ Vanni. It was also known that only one civilian
war situation. They did not master internationdlesided at Elephant Pass, which rather compromised
humanitarian and human rights conventions, arfe ‘humanitarian’ character of the assessment.
were generally unaware of which ones the Gosktinally, the existing agencies at the time felt
had signed. They even failed to take the GosL&luctant to move too hastily into areas in the north
existing policies of entitlement for the poor, thdhat had returned to government control, as these
drought-affected or IDPs and GoSL guidelines ofi€ld few civilians and were under tight military
resettiement as reference. They were unaware, ufiministration.

much later, of the Red Cross and NGO Code %fhe overwhelming need remained in LTTE-

Conduct in disasters, on Wh'Ch. they might hav ontrolled areas, access to which was severely
based an argument for their own role an

h o ol stricted. One agency moving on its own into the
umanitarian principles. army-controlled area might open the door to

Nevertheless, the Interagency Group did provideRdessure on the others to follow suit and to shift
forum for collective reflection on the ways in whichtheir attention away from the civilians in LTTE-
humanitarian efforts could be co-opted by partiegontrolled areas. It was hard to see in the planned
to the conflict, and then entangled with politicafSsessment more than a publicity and fundraising
and military strategies. This contributed to a mor@xercise. In the end, the assessment did not take
insightful and careful collective positioning, andPlace but whether that was due to the pressure

prevented a situation in which agencies could Bxercised by the other agencies remains uncertain.
played off against each other. The episode underlined again the aggressive

competitiveness of some NGOs.



Structural and Contextual
Constraints on Coordination

Structural Constraints profile. Collaboration and coordination have a cost,
_ o but so does competition, and when done effectively
Resistance to coordination it can render the combined efforts of agencies

) ) considerably more cost-effective — although this
h_e h_|story of the NGO Consortlummay not show in their individual accounts.
highlights some of the usual agency-qqgination in practice may fail due to substantive
objections to coordination. Agencies claiMeasons, but most often it breaks down because of
they have different mandates. Different agenm%or leadership. But resisting é priori, on the
may indeed focus on different target groups, fQ§;onds of agency independence, negates the best
example, refugees, prisoners, children or thi,ooqts of the target groups (and of the taxpayer)

disabled, or on a specific sector such as health, foWri\ich, in turn, contravenes the agency’s proclaimed
or logistics. But it is obvious that neither population, ; manitarian ethos and principles.

categories nor sectoral assistance can be looked at

in isolation from each other. The work of differenSeeking to collaborate and coordinate is not
specialised agencies is inherently complementagenerally an explicit agency policy. It should be
which supports the case for coordination. Moreovemade so and written into the job description of every
all share a similar underlying humanitariarcountry-level representative. In many cases
mandate: to save lives and to reduce suffering, aagpropriate decision-making should be delegated,
where possible to protect and restore livelihoodsut the decision whether to try and collaborate and
and local capacity. Another objection is thatoordinate should not be left to the discretion of
agencies have different operating principles. Thabuntry representatives, as is current practice, often
appears the case for the ICRC which therefore may the mercy of personal likes and dislikes.

adopt a separate approach (Doppler 1996). Other

agencies, that may want to combine materidnowing about coordination

assistance with protection and/or with conflict ) o ]
mediation roles, have generally not thought through©Wing how to foster coordination is not a
the implications for operational conduct. What i®rofessional skill that is commonly required of aid
needed here are divisions of labour and learnifOTkers, nor is the experience and model of

from each other, again an argument for and ngpordination part of organisational memory and
against collaboration. professional training. Rather, making coordination

happen is entirely dependent on the motivation and
It should be admitted that the real reason whskills of individuals. These skills include diplomacy,
agencies find it so difficult to coordinate is that thegonsultation, trust, chairing effective meetings,
want to maintain their independence and individuahaintaining a sense of direction with a continuously
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relevant agenda and developing and articulatingdmes not have to remain essentially a facilitator but
shared vision. Specific training in coordination i€an act more authoritatively when needed. Less
strongly recommended. situationally dependent, it can bring a broader scope
to the agenda for its meetings. Within their
Technical and methodological knowledgeframework formal associations can accommodate
) ) ] coalitions in issue-specific task forces. As the
Effective sectoral and thematic collaboration anﬁistory of the NGO Consortium also demonstrates,
coordination requires at least some participants {g,mal associations can also suffer from poor
have an adequate technical and methodologiq@ladership_ They do not collapse as quickly as
knowledge regarding perhaps revolving loan fundgygjitions but their meetings become sterile, the

gender analysis, participatory appraisal methodggenda irrelevant and the discussions boring.
nutritional surveys, logistics planning or food

security models. Coordinated approaches aRoth coalitions and formal associations need to

difficult to formulate where there is insufficientaddress the problem of size and quality of

technical expertise. Where such knowledge imembership. The more inclusive they are, the

available, task forces become not only a forum f@reater the risk that they end up with the lowest

standardisation and coordination but also @@mmon denominator, wasting time listening to the

receptacle for collective learning. views of otherwise uninterested members or with
important decisions blocked by a majority of

Situational coalitions and formal conservative voters more concerned with their own

associations interests than those of the people their agency is
there to serve.

The Interagency Group, like the NGO Consortium

at its inception in 1987, was an informal coalitiorContextual Constraints

of agencies that started meeting on a self-selected

basis and in response to a specific situation. Theféming

was no formal distinction between members and .

observers. Individuals who were included by th&'2d E€lam War 3 not broken out, or had it done so

participants in their meetings depended partly OWUCh Iater,_then the new vision for coIIabora.tlon

the structural position of an agency in the poIitic:§nd coordination articulated by the Review

of the conflict, and partly on more SubjectiVeCommittee of the NGO Consortium would already

perceptions of trustworthiness, common interegaveI tak;q rolot mor? V'QO;O?SIV Zmd potssmly bgeln
and commitment. It had no formal structure ant'VO'VEC N 1€SS Stressiul and controversia

practical problems of funding and human resourcéﬁhabmtaﬂon programmes. The 'e.ssof‘ here is that
were simply addressed as they arose. the substance and format of coordination are better

identified before an emergency and not in the centre
Coalitions depend on a continuing sense of sharedlit.
immediate interest. They therefore may, and indeed
should, break up as members identify more useffolitics
contextual alliances elsewhere. Another problem

is that maintaining coalitions is a very timeA remarkable feature of this case is the creation of

consuming activity. Trust, interest and commitmerit restricted Interagency Group parallel to an NGO

have to be reaffirmed at each and every meetir%onsortium and practising many of the principles
and with every change of agency head. All thihat the Review Committee of the NGO Consortium

can quickly become another full-time task ipvould recommend. On the one hand this was related

addition to someone’s workload at a particulatr0 the_ pragmatic need_of the Iarge operational
agency. Lack of time and leadership, and sometim@g€ncies to focus collectively on their own concerns
of technical expertise, meant that the Interagen&?d priorities. But the consolidation into a smaller

Group did not develop other effective task forcedrOUP of international organisations also reflected
beyond the one on logistics the tremendously politically charged atmosphere

around humanitarian assistance which had put a
Formal associations have a longer term perspectigarticular spotlight on the international
and assume a more institutionalised commitmertiumanitarian agencies and had silenced many Sri
When equipped with capacity of their own, thdankan organisations. In the light of the changed
stress on individuals is less. Peer group dynamipslitical situation with peace proposals and a new
play a smaller role than in coalitions, and the hegthase of war, every agency — national and



international — had to review its analysis of théhe final authority, but did not participate in the
situation and its role and position in relation to itagency efforts, keeping the agencies outside their
The operational constraints imposed by GoSL armvn intra-governmental coordination mechanisms.
MoD meant that operational coordination occuret@his effectively separated the provision of
mostly at district level and that the Interagenchumanitarian assistance by the GoSL from that of
Group remained focused on the questions afther players. The latter then could assess, agree
impartiality and humanitarian space. Opening itseind plan among themselves, but in the face of
to new members was certainly conceivable but nanarticulated policies or arbitrary decisions, they
without first a mature dialogue about how anyould never be sure of being able to implement their
newcomer saw its role and position in the overafiolicies.

politics of the conflict. o )
The shape that coordination efforts take, and their

No coordination without authority focus and effectiveness are not, as this case study

shows, only influenced by the motivations and skills
The single most important impediment to effectivef the agencies and their representatives, but also
humanitarian coordination was the fact that thby the political environment in which humanitarian
GoSL, and more particularly the military, retainedction takes place.
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Maps of Sri Lanka
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Endnotes

1. Whereas sometimes figures are exaggerated to attract more international assistance, here it appears
they were reduced to prevent greater international involvement that could have been exploited by LTTE
or otherwise interfered with the war effort of the GoSL. The question of numbers of newly displaced was
not of central operational importance at first. Although the total supply of relief goods remained small,
the fact that many new IDPs had assets and were supported by the resident population, meant that those
in welfare centres were targeted. They constituted at most 15 per cent and could easily be identified.
Over time, however, the resident population saw its capacity to support IDPs decline, or become itself
affected by drought and displacement. The situation of IDPs from earlier phases of war, who had been
receiving support from humanitarian agencies, deteriorated as attention and resources shifted to the
more recent IDPs. The categories of people in need, and the scale of the problem, did not therefore
remain constant.

2. Inspiration was drawn from the experience of the Agency Coordinating Body for Afghan Relief
(Pakistan) with whom one of the Review Committee members had been involved. This in turn, like the
Cooperation Committee for Cambodia, had been partially inspired, again through experiences of
individuals, by the Committee for Coordination of Services to Displaced Persons in Thailand, founded in
1975.

Acronymns

CBO Community based organisation

CGES Commissioner General for Essential Services
DHA Department of Humanitarian Affairs

ERRP Emergency Relief and Rehabilitation Programme
ICRC International Committee of the Red Cross

IDP Internally displaced person

INGO Internatonal non-governmental organisation
IPKF Indian Peace-Keeping Force

FAO Food and Agriculture Organisation

GA Government Agent

GoSL Government of Sri Lanka

LTTE Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam

MoD Ministry of Defence

NGO Non-governmental organisation

PA People’s Alliance

RRAN Resettlement and Reconstruction Authority for the North
TRO Tamil Relief/Rehabilitation Organisation

UNDP United Nations Development Programme
UNHCR United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees
UNP United National Party

WFP World Food Programme

WHO World Health Organisation
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RRN

Background

The Relief and Rehabilitation Network was conceived in 1993 and launched in 1994 as a mechan
professional information exchange in the expanding field of humanitarian aid. The need for such a meo
was identified in the course of research undertaken by the Overseas Development Institute (ODI) on the ¢

sm for
hanism
hanging

role of NGOs in relief and rehabilitation operations, and was developed in consultation with other NeJévorks

operated within ODI. Since April 1994, the RRN has produced publications in three different form
French and English: Good Practice Reviews, Network Papers and Newsletters. The RRN is now in its
three-year phase (1996-1999), supported by four new donors — DANIDA, ECHO, the Department of F
Affairs, Ireland and the Department for International Development, UK. Over the three year phase, th
will seek to expand its reach and relevance amongst humanitarian agency personnel and to further
good practice.

Objective

To improve aid policy and practice as it is applied in complex political emergencies.

Purpose

s, in
second
oreign

e RRN
promote

To contribute to individual and institutional learning by encouraging the exchange and disseminafion of

information relevant to the professional development of those engaged in the provision of humanitarian ass

Activities

To commission, publish and disseminate analysis and reflection on issues of good practice in pol
programming in humanitarian operations, primarily in the form of written publications, in both Frenck
English.

Target audience

istance.

cy and
and

Individuals and organisations actively engaged in the provision of humanitarian assistance at natiopal and

international, field-based and head office level in the ‘North’ and ‘South’.

The Relief and Rehabilitation Network is supported by:

Ministry of Foreign Affairs
DANIDA ECHO
Department of Foreign Affairs, Ireland Department for International

Development




