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Accountability
The joint evaluation of the Rwanda crisis in the mid-90s raised concerns regarding the quality of humanitarian response and the accountability of agencies involved.  A decade later, the Tsunami Evaluation Coalition (TEC) raised similar issues.  

Initiatives

An increasing number of quality and accountability initiatives exist, providing different contributions to debate and policy, e.g. codes (Red Cross/NGO Code of Conduct in Disaster Relief), standards (Sphere), human resources management (People in Aid), learning and evaluation (ALNAP), frameworks and indices (One World Trust Global Accountability Project), quality compass (Groupe URD), guide on accountability and impact measurement (Emergency Capacity Building Project), professionalism (Clinton tsunami NGO impact initiative), and accountability to the affected population (HAP International).  A challenge for all initiatives is systematic translation of policy into practice. Lately, the whole spectrum of initiatives is providing renewed input to the debate on professionalism, not least in relation to quality management and professional standards, certification and accreditation of organisations and/or professional groups. 
The accountability debate has mainly, though not exclusively, resulted in non-UN led, humanitarian accountability initiatives. An important opportunity arose in the Humanitarian Response Review, in which a need to promote “accountability, in particular towards people in need, bearing in mind the necessity for a balanced and sufficient, including financial, needs based response”, was expressed. It was, however, turned into a health and nutrition related tracking system.
Affected populations

It is commonly agreed that upward accountability, to donors, is generally better executed than downward accountability, to affected populations. Partly to address this imbalance and more so to get evidence of end result or “customer/beneficiary satisfaction”, interest has focused on accountability to affected populations.  
Some definitions

There is neither a common definition of accountability, nor any common way to measure impact in humanitarian response. 
IDS – A development approach to accountability

The concept of accountability describes the rights and responsibilities that exist between people and the institutions that affect their lives, including governments, civil society and market actors.  In practice, accountability can take a number of different forms, depending on the institutions involved. When accountability works, citizens are able to make demands on powerful institutions and ensure that those demands are met.

Two important components are answerability, the right to get a response and the obligation to provide one, and enforceability, the capacity to ensure an action is taken, and access to mechanisms for redress when accountability fails.  IDS Policy Briefing 33, Nov 2006

HAP International’s definition of accountability:

“Accountability is the means by which power is used responsibly." 

HAP’s evolving definition of accountability goes beyond an exclusive focus on the process of reporting upon - or accounting for - decisions and actions. Accountability also involves taking account of the needs, concerns, capacities and dispositions of affected parties, and explaining the meaning and implications of, and the reasons for, actions and decisions. Accountability is thus a measure of the quality of the relationship between an agent (a body offering a service or product) and a principal (the person or group for whom the service or product is intended). The more powerful the agent, the greater potential there is for abuse and exploitation of the principals. Accountability is the countervailing force which confronts power and ensures that it is exercised responsibly.

The HAP definition of accountability thus involves three dimensions: 
· Processes through which individuals, organizations and states make decisions that affect others.
· Mechanisms through which individuals, organizations and states seek to explain their decisions and actions.
· Processes through which individuals, organisations and states raise concerns about, and seek redress or compensation for, the consequences of the decisions and actions of others.
Accountability therefore requires responsible behaviour within all three of these domains and this is what, in the context of humanitarian action, HAP seeks to promote.

Some approaches
The Emergency Capacity Building Project has created the ECB Accountability and Impact Initiative to translate standards of accountability into practice.  Among results so far are the draft Good Enough Guide: Impact Measurement and Accountability in Emergencies, multi-agency evaluations and a standing team to provide interagency technical and M&E support during emergency responses.

The Humanitarian Accountability Partnership “making humanitarian action accountable to beneficiaries” aims to promote voluntary compliance with HAP’s Accountability Principles.

The Humanitarian Accountability Covenant has been developed to provide a simple statement of the basic values against which HAP certified agencies wish to be held to account. These are adapted from various sources including the Fundamental Principles of the Red Cross Movement, the Code of Conduct for the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement and NGOs in Disaster Response Programmes, and the Sphere Humanitarian Charter. 

The HAP Standard is the operational expression of the principles set out in the Humanitarian Accountability Covenant. The Standard includes a set of quality management performance benchmarks for assessing compliance with the HAP Accountability Principles, and upon which monitoring, complaints-handling and quality assurance certification is based. 

The Clinton Tsunami NGO Impact Initiative suggests that affected populations must be involved in the planning, implementing, and evaluating of humanitarian response. It also establishes that accountability can be achieved through four complementary imperatives: transparency, participation, evaluation and complaints and response mechanisms. Recommendations include conducting accountability audits, based on established standards, to examine how organizational policies and practices promote transparency, enable participation and evaluation, and include complaints –and-response mechanisms.

One World Trust has created a framework with four dimensions of accountability: transparency, participation, evaluation and complaints and response mechanisms and specifies detailed indicators.

The OSE for Tsunami Recovery commissioned the study The Right to Know, the Challenge of Public Information and accountability in Aceh and Sri Lanka. The study looks at downward communication challenges, mainly the nature of the communications problems between organisations and communities, mass information campaigns, and complaints mechanisms. The study claims that “until information is properly shared with beneficiaries, they will never be equal partners. And until they are provided with a voice and the ability to judge a project’s viability, organisations will never be able to claim that they enabled tsunami survivors to rebuild and move on to as bright a future as possible.”
What can the Global Humanitarian Platform (GHP) do? 

The Chairs’ summary asks the Global Platform “to provide a forum for focused discussion of particular strategic issues, such as accountability, capacity-building, security, or transitions.”
Options: 

· Provide a discussion forum tout-court, e.g. with a panel debate by experts and practitioners, during the July meeting 2007.
· A more far-reaching discussion at the July meeting should possibly build on a researched synthesis report of the different accountability initiatives, which suggests a way forward for the humanitarian community. Provide conclusions and recommendations.
· Provide an action-oriented approach to the issue. Below is one example of that kind of approach.

An action-oriented approach

The comparative advantage for GHP may, at this stage, provided there is interest on the ground, be to carry out a collectively owned initiative to improve accountability to the affected populations in an operational context.  If many humanitarian actors collaborate, outcomes may more easily become visible, and can thus be better monitored and evaluated.  The risk is getting lost in the intricacies of one or several of the accountability initiatives, at a point when no consensus on solutions is foreseeable. 

A possibility could therefore be to take a few basic steps towards accountability to the affected population by introducing a decisive, yet simple approach, which is doable and not overwhelming. An example, which may improve outcome for affected populations, is establishing communications with communities as well as feedback and complaints mechanism.
Interest in-country
The pilot countries could be chosen according to their interest to take part in a project to increase transparency towards and involvement of the affected population. 
A stair-case approach

This basic approach can be criticized for providing a too low level of engagement with the affected population, and not encouraging proactive action outside of feedback and complaints.  By including a feedback and complaints mechanism the opportunity is, however, there for further steps at a later stage. The purpose is to provide a set of mechanisms, which in themselves provides improvement of results, and which can lead to increased understanding of what more to do and thus to further steps.  
What does it mean in practice?
Establish communications with communities and introduce feedback and complaints mechanisms may mean a lot of different initiatives, and funding. Below are a number of examples, which need to be further explored and prioritised:
· Include plans for public outreach in projects as well as community communicators who can do it
· Provide information in different forms and in local languages (bulletin boards,  leaflets, information packs, mass information campaigns, radio, …) 
· Provide a feed back and a complaints mechanism 
· Provide local citizen/IDP advice/info centres
· Introduce community-based monitoring and evaluation systems
· Provide capacity building of local government officers in transparency and accountability (in disaster or post-conflict situations)
· Restore destroyed local and national media channels early
Why information?

“A key factor has been the tendency on the part of aid organisations to regard communication with beneficiaries as an optional extra, rather than seeing information as a vital commodity and human right, the key to empowerment, better relationships with beneficiaries and a more effective recovery effort. There has also been a failure to understand that information deprivation, on the other hand, causes stress and exacerbates trauma: leaving a community of IDPs in tents for a year with little explanation of when they will get houses or to whom to apply or complain to, inflicts harm.”  Imogen Wall, author of the Right to Know, October 2006

Possible results

Project results may include: Better managed expectations, better understanding of what people need, fewer misunderstandings and miscommunications, better cooperation with local NGOs etc.
Global Platform results may include: Better understanding of tensions and opportunities between collective approaches and individual organisational action. 
Eva von Oelreich Jan 2007
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