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Chapter 5: 
Institutional challenges faced by humanitarian agencies
Key findings

(Note: these finding are a summary based on consultations with IASC agencies, responses to the MHCUA questionnaire, as well as supporting data, illustrations and additional information provided by them.) 
· Many agencies appeared almost daunted by the complexity of urban poverty and their inability to address this, stating that the urban sphere demands multiple capacities at different levels that agencies are ill equipped with. Several sets of issues/ themes have emerged that need to be addressed in a strategic framework, for a more effective response to crises in urban settings:

· There is a clear need for agencies to better understand urban contexts and potential areas of concern. 

· Many agencies underlined their lack of understanding of the role of local government and the broader issue of governance in urban settings.

· Funding for humanitarian responses in urban situations is inadequate and funding mechanisms are not tailored to urban contexts.

· To respond better, agencies need to form new alliances and partnerships.

· There is a lack of strategic guidance and tools for urban settings.

· At times, organisational commitment to engage in urban settings can be lacking.

· There appears to be a divide amongst organisations: those with a main focus on development in primarily rural contexts; and those of a marked humanitarian/ emergency response character. 
· Both humanitarian actors and developmental interventions overlap in areas of service provision, and strengthening of basic infrastructure. The urban context is perceived more as a developmental challenge. Yet, emergency relief may not be able to target urban poor. 
· There is a lack of classification of urban emergencies and the types of risks associated with these in different settings of urban areas. 

· Donors are yet to have strategic allocated funding for humanitarian operations in urban areas and resources directed towards urban areas are meagre. Funding is usually directed towards a specific sector or region, and not towards emergency operations in urban and peri-urban contexts as such.  

· The provision of adequate protection arrangements and security was underlined, given the higher and more condensed incidents of crime, violence – in particular sexual violence, as well as fire and traffic accidents etc. Insecurity and violence especially in ungoverned parts of cities and slums hinders safe access to provide aid, affecting the assessment, targeting, distribution and monitoring of humanitarian interventions. Staff mobility also becomes a critical factor in such a situation. 
· A major challenge consists of estimating the beneficiary population and the ability to distinguish between different groups of vulnerable populations and their respective needs. 

· Tools, guidelines and methodologies for humanitarian response in urban settings are limited or existing tools are difficult to apply due to diverse populations groups, needs and geographical spread as these are geared primarily towards rural operations in specific sectors and have not been translated to urban areas. 
· Good and best practice of past emergency responses in urban areas are either not systematically documented, or not disseminated and shared. Substantive guiding literature is missing (although some recent documents related to urban humanitarian crises are informative).
· Urban programme planning needs to be strengthened and better approaches need to be integrated for disaster response, disaster risk reduction (DRR) and development. 
· The specific challenges posed by urban and peri-urban areas demands expertise, which is not dominant in most organizations. According to agencies, emergency staff come with the mindset of a rural emergency context. Some organizations are responding on a case-by-case basis because of their specific mandate, while others are positioning themselves to respond to urban crises and trying to learn and adapt practices and tools to urban areas. 
· Some of the challenges cited by agencies on collaboration and forming sustainable partnerships include the fact that certain larger and influential partners are not involved at an early enough stage of the process. There is confusion on who is the lead coordinator and often there are no prior arrangements with partners. Partners are unaware of what government is doing and are themselves not well prepared to respond. 
· There is a clear need for collaborating and working with non-traditional partners such as urban planning authorities, statistics departments, and sector specific experts at policy and operational level in national and local government.

· Coordination and planning of responses with national counterparts is not necessarily managed though the clusters. The majority of the UN agencies and INGOs use UN, NGOs, national governments, local government, CBOs, faith based organizations, Red Cross, community leaders and police as counter parts to varying degrees. 
· Good coordination needs to commence on Day One. There are limited established coordination structures in urban settings for responding to crises and a discernible lack of strategic engagement with governments. 
· There is a need to put in place an effective coordination mechanism specific to the urban challenges. Comparative sectoral strengths and weaknesses of respective agencies need to be harnessed. Some agencies have a strong humanitarian response capacity but response in urban setting is focused on certain areas only. 
· A vital aspect is the engagement of the private sector in designing humanitarian responses, given public services in urban environments are often privatised. There is a need to reach beyond the normal pools for recruitment and partnership and access individuals with relevant experience managing large-scale and complex projects of construction and urban development. 

· A ‘paradigm shift’ is taking place as humanitarian and development organisations are gradually shifting their approaches to adjust their response to the growing crises in urban settings. Whilst these efforts are moving towards a strengthened response in urban settings, they remain ad hoc and largely agency specific. 
Implications for IASC

· In applying lessons learned and experience gained surrounding the debate on the relief to development continuum, a mapping needs to take place of both humanitarian and development agencies and their comparative strengths and weaknesses need to be harnessed for the rural – urban continuum.

· Urban emergencies need to be classified as well as types of risks associated with these in a ‘living’ document to be reviewed by IASC members on a regular basis.

· Protection Guidelines for conflict situations need to be translated into urban contexts and their specific applicability should be tested.

· In devising strategies, both for risk reduction and interventions in urban crisis situations, agencies may wish to consider linking assistance to the urban poor with that of displaced, as many grass roots NGOs are doing already in urban settings. 

· Any intervention needs to contain a strong advocacy component, sensitizing local government authorities in particular on the plight of displaced people, i.e. coming from a crisis into a crisis. 

· New service delivery mechanisms need to be explored involving local authorities as well as grassroots NGOs.

· Consistent dialogue needs to be established with national and local authorities as well as a range of other interest groups, depending on the specific situation at the earliest opportunity. The identification of these groups / counterparts should form part of the programme design for interventions.

· Immediate concerted efforts need to be made to design and translate sectoral, policy and emergency tools from rural contexts to urban settings.
· A systematic summary of good and best practices needs to be established and updated, focused on sector, coordination and protection arrangements. Emerging practices and programmatic adaption to urban environments need to be collated and harnessed. IASC might consider developing a framework for best practice as part of an overall strategy by agencies to ensure coherence, to motivate others and to avoid duplication.
· Studies are urgently needed on the drivers of humanitarian crises in urban settings.

· Staff and organisations need to be trained/ sensitised in challenges of urban environments and urban governance.

· Organizational capacity needs to be enhanced in all agencies in a number of different areas to better meet urban challenges: those with a greater development focus need to either train or rely on those with a more humanitarian focus and vice versa. In addition, specific attention should be paid to the training of national staff and on ensuring that all staff comprehends the complexity of the urban governance context.
· There is a clear need to working and collaborating with non-traditional partner’s in particular the private sector and urban community-based groups. 

· Coordination arrangements need to be established from Day One. Examples of past good practice need to be harnessed, such as establishing an operations cell and/or using existing and established communication mechanisms.

· In establishing coordination frameworks in urban environments, use should be made of existing communication channels, such as marketing firms and advertising groups, to convey key messages. E.g. existing radio or print press to disseminate information and allow for a dialogue between beneficiaries, local partners and international partners.
· Whilst a shift is taking place amongst agencies adapting their tools, guidelines etc to the urban context, these changes need to take place in lock step with each other. A framework needs to be established to ensure coherence and concurrence in agencies’ efforts to adjust their programming to urban crisis environments.

