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The purpose of the global capacity-building exercise is to ensure predictable and sufficient response capacity exists at the global level to complement national-led responses to humanitarian emergencies, including in the following areas: trained surge capacity, stockpiles, agreed inter-agency standards, systems and tools. Eleven global cluster working groups have been created, and have based their work plans on an analysis of capacity gaps and requirements. The present note, as requested by the convenor of the global cluster leads/donor meeting on 30 October, summarises some issues for advance consideration by the donor community.
Progress in and field impact of the global capacity-building effort

The preliminary draft of the External Evaluation notes that the global clusters ‘had not yet completed or implemented the bulk of their capacity projects… Results of the global cluster capacity building effort are not yet evident, as work remains in progress, and the system has yet to face the litmus test of concurrent large-scale emergencies.’ However, the Evaluation also notes that ‘[a]t a macro level, several cluster lead agencies have considerably increased their capacities in key sectors’ and that ‘the development of common standards, tools and guidelines has been a significant achievement of the cluster approach’ while noting that roll-out of these tools etc to the field is in early stages. The evaluators also found that ‘Many [agencies’] realised only after implementation of the approach how much capacity building and institutional work (e.g. internal guidance, revamped surge capacity, faster partner funding mechanisms) was needed.’

These preliminary findings echo the concerns that have been re-iterated by cluster lead agencies and their partners over the past year. The capacity-building effort launched in late 2005/early 2006 is undoubtedly ambitious, and it is undoubtedly more ambitious – and far more costly – for some agencies than for others. The inter-agency capacity mapping and cultural changes required to carry forward the work at the global level have taken longer than originally anticipated, but all agencies are adamant that they want to see the process through and to maintain the response capacity and preparedness systems over the longer term. 

Mainstreaming and sustainability of the global capacity-building effort

The attached documents demonstrate the commitment of the global clusters to maintain and sustain the investment that has been made to date in harmonising response standards, tools and procedures, and in building expert capacity and accessible stockpiles at the global level. It is widely recognised, however, that despite agencies’ commitment to mainstream some of the costs of stewarding this process into their core budgets, a varying proportion of these efforts will continue to require additional funding (both one-off and recurrent) over the longer-term. Cluster leads and partners are proposing that these be funded either through supplementary agency-specific appeals, project-financing or similar arrangements. The mainstreaming/sustainability plans submitted by cluster lead agencies are very much preliminary, and subject to further consultations with cluster partners, donors and respective governing bodies. 

It bears repeating three points in this connection: (a) the response capacity-building exercise represents, for most agencies, significant additional work that is perceived to add value to the timeliness and effectiveness of international humanitarian response, but that does – despite efforts to ‘mainstream’ much of the activities under core programming – does incur additional costs; (b) NGO participation in the global exercise is frequently fully contingent on adequate donor support; and (c) cluster implementation at the field level also incurs additional costs for many agencies.

Donor commitment to the cluster approach

Related to the pace of capacity-building and the sustainability of the new capacity, it should be noted that the 2007 Appeal for Building Global Response Capacity is currently funded at 27%, with additional pledges taking the total up to 49% of requirements. As with the first Appeal, much of the money that has arrived only came in the last few weeks: once again, late- and under-funding are significantly impacting the global cluster leads’ ability to fulfil their 2007-08 work plans in a timely fashion.

Moreover, given low levels of funding to certain clusters, some global cluster working groups are rightly concerned at the sustainability of their own sustainability plans. Cluster partners, which have made commitments in various work areas, are asking whether their efforts to date will be wasted, if the endeavour to build capacity, agree standards and tools, and harmonise response planning and support is hampered due to lack of support beyond 2008. Equally, the fact that only half of the DAC donors have contributed both the 2006 and 2007 Appeal is a cause for concern – cluster working groups are asking whether the donor community is unanimously behind the global capacity-building effort and the cluster principles of partnership, predictability and accountability, or whether the entire effort is seen by donors as an exceptional two-year investment, after which it is business as usual. While it has been agreed that there would be no consolidated inter-cluster Capacity-Building Appeal after 2008, it is not correct to assume that the capacity-building effort that has been initiated will (a) be completed by this time or (b) be sustainable over the long-term, unless the donor community continues to invest in it, albeit on a reduced scale. An indication from the wider donor community of how it plans to structure longer-term support to the capacity-building effort and institutional funding arrangements as well as political support and clear messages in agencies’ governing bodies would therefore be extremely welcome. Donor consideration of the issue of predictable funding for stockpile creation and replenishment and surge deployments/ cluster coordinators for sudden-onset emergencies would also be welcome.

Roll-out of the cluster approach at the field level

To date the cluster approach has been applied in the following sudden on-set emergencies: Indonesia [Yogyakarta] 2006, Lebanon 2006, Madagascar 2007, Mozambique 2007, Pakistan 2005 and 2007 and Philippines 2006. Out of 25 ‘ongoing’ emergencies where Humanitarian Coordinators are designated, the cluster approach has been applied in the following: Central African Republic, Chad, Colombia, Democratic Republic of the Congo [DRC], Ethiopia, Liberia, Somalia and Uganda. 

In line with the commitment to ensure the approach is applied in all major new emergencies, inter-agency contingency plans in disaster prone countries are increasingly being drawn up using the cluster approach as the organising principle. In line with the commitment to ensure eventual application in all ‘ongoing’ emergencies, the IASC has agreed to a series of OCHA-led, IASC-cofacilitated country-level workshops on humanitarian reform.

In new sudden-onset emergencies, some clusters routinely activate their global support and field assessment teams irrespective of whether clusters are or will be formally declared. However, it is notable that the approach has not been formally adopted as the organising principle of response in most recent sudden onset emergencies. The IASC Task Team has recognised that there is a need for better guidance and training for RCs and field teams in disaster-prone countries and has also agreed to expedite its efforts to agree by December 2007 on formal criteria for applying the approach in new sudden-onset emergencies.

While all cluster leads are committed to the cluster approach in general, there remains considerable disagreement on the pace of roll-out in ongoing emergencies. While they generally recognise that some aspects of the approach may be implemented at the field level at relatively low/no cost, many agencies report significant concerns at the potential damage to the humanitarian reform effort that premature application and ensuing false expectations may incur. Some agencies consider that even current pace (3 applications in ongoing emergencies during 2007) is too fast. For this reason, there continues to be disagreement on whether the inter-agency humanitarian reform workshops in ongoing emergencies should actively promote or simply explain the approach to field teams.

The need for broad-based organisational change, better communication with host authorities and field teams, more training for field-level cluster coordinators, increased learning from application to date, a bigger pool of senior-level experts and increased resources at the field level are commonly cited as the greatest challenges to wider application of the approach in ongoing emergencies. In other words, there is a feeling that some aspects of implementation of the approach are dependent on further investment at the global/organisational level. There is also a concern that rolling out the approach too fast may raise expectations of an exponential improvement in the level of humanitarian response in these ongoing emergencies, which would not be sustainable without increased donor investment and capacity on the ground. Some agencies also fear that if the cluster approach were to be applied in all countries with HCs, it might have a negative impact on their other core-mandated responsibilities. 

While some agencies insist that the cluster approach should be ‘the way we do business’ now, for the reasons cited above others have been reluctant to promote further use of the cluster approach at this stage. This issue will be discussed at the upcoming IASC WG (5-7 November) and it is hoped that a clear decision will be made on the pace and modalities for further roll-out in ongoing emergencies, as well as on the criteria for application in new sudden-onset emergencies (together with an accompanying communication/training strategy), by the end of 2007.

Cross-cutting issues (Gender, HIV/AIDS and Environment) and the Cluster Approach

Global cluster leads remain committed to appropriate mainstreaming of cross-cutting issues into their capacity-building plans and response efforts, and it is evident that the cross-cutting issues focal point agencies (WHO/UNFPA, UNAIDS and UNEP respectively) are increasingly engaged on ensuring more effective support to the humanitarian reform endeavour. The focal point agencies will also need to secure resources to support their work with the clusters over the longer-term so as to ensure that their commitment to providing enhanced technical advice and support to clusters is sustainable. Likewise, cluster-specific efforts to ensure effective mainstreaming also require continued donor investment.

NGO engagement in cluster-related policy development
All global cluster leads continue to report a high level of commitment from their active partners at the global level in the capacity-building process, including a broad range of NGOs. However, of significant concern at the policy level is the lack of engagement from the NGO consortia in the IASC Task Team on Implementation of the Cluster Approach, which is the key inter-agency policy-development forum for all aspects of cluster implementation and roll-out, and whose recommendations are fed to IASC WG for endorsement and action. The consortia have not been able to attend the Task Team for several months due to capacity limitations. This has negative repercussions for buy-in to the policy recommendations and decisions of the Team, and as a result it will be proposed to the next IASC WG meeting that membership be extended to those large operational NGOs which are both active in the cluster approach, and which have capacity to attend these meetings.
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