Discussion Paper – 29 January 2007


Iraq Humanitarian Situation: Overview and Issues
Purpose
To provide a brief overview of the humanitarian situation in Iraq as of early 2007, and to examine issues and challenges for delivering humanitarian assistance in Iraq.
Summary

1. At the beginning of 2006 years of sanctions, war, occupation and internal conflict had combined to create humanitarian conditions for many Iraqi people which were serious and greatly increased their vulnerability to shocks.  However, while overall conditions did not seem to constitute a humanitarian crisis early in the year, the escalation of violence since the Samarra incident in February 2006 seems to have been a turning point in the evolution of the humanitarian situation.  The impact of violence over a prolonged period seems to have had the effect of tipping the most vulnerable population into crisis.  This takes the form of a protection and human rights crisis, but also a basic survival crisis for the displaced and for people unable to move from their homes who are receiving poor to non-existent basic services.  Concurrently, humanitarian space has all but evaporated as the violence has escalated catching the population in a double jeopardy – just as needs have spiraled assistance has all but been suspended from most sources.

2. The refugee and IDP caseloads estimated at 3.8 million people (nearly 640,000 since February 2006) in late 2006 are in immediate need of humanitarian relief.  In addition a proportion of the ‘hidden’ affected people inside Iraq, estimated to be in excess of 4 million, are in need of immediate assistance due to their established vulnerability and to make up for shortfalls in basic services, the inefficient functioning/collapse of the food Public Distribution System (PDS) upon which 47%
 have been dependent, the loss of livelihoods and rampant inflation, some or all of which have occurred as a result of the persistent violent conditions in Iraq.  The picture is not constant across the country and some governorates are more affected than others.  This paper calls for urgent action to address immediate needs and for preparations to occur to meet looming challenges.  In describing the humanitarian situation there is no intention of assigning blame to any party for how the situation developed, but rather to define the problems better in order to formulate a realistic response requirement.  Annex A provides a more detailed analysis of the humanitarian situation in Iraq.
Current Constraints to Humanitarian Action
3. The current security situation in Iraq has been described as “low intensity civil war”
 with some commentators questioning the concept of “low intensity”.  During 2006, a total of 34,452 civilians were violently killed and 36,685 wounded
.  That is, 94 people died violently every day throughout 2006 with a similar number wounded due to improvised explosive device incidents, mortar attacks, due to small arms fire or because of other violent means.  
4. The violence is directed against the occupying forces of the Multi-National Force in Iraq (MNF-I) while civilians are the main people affected.  The violence is perpetrated by so called “insurgency groups”, local militias, al-Qaeda related forces, sectarian, ethnic and tribal groups and criminal gangs.  The UN has been directly targeted as have the ICRC and NGOs and the situation is making it very difficult to impossible in some areas for humanitarian assistance to be provided.  
5. The situation is not consistent across the country with the 3 northern governorates (Suleymaniya, Dohuk and Erbil) considered relatively safer than the governorates in the centre and south of the country.  That being said, the north is increasingly facing the obverse challenge created by the situation – attempting to cope with the demands of populations seeking refuge.  By far the most violent and unstable region is in Baghdad where, for example, just under 75% of the violent deaths occurred in the two month period to the end of 2006
.  
6. In spite of the risks some NGOs and the Iraqi Red Crescent Society in particular have managed to maintain a presence in the country and to provide assistance in very complicated and often very dangerous circumstances to address the growing needs of the vulnerable population.  UN agencies have managed to deliver some assistance through their partners on the ground.  Detailed information on the presence and activities of many NGOs is not easily available because for the agencies to survive and continue operations it is essential that a low or invisible profile is maintained.  Reports of assistance from groups associated with militias, assistance to affected people from mosques or through other local initiatives are widespread.  It may be necessary for future assistance activities to look to these channels as ways to provide relief to the affected people.  Such an approach needs to be treated with caution however, as groups associated with militias may simultaneously be providing relief while their affiliates are responsible for rights violations (e.g recruiting child soldiers, occupation of schools, or targeting of specific population groups).
7. For the UN agencies nearly all activities are currently restricted due to the security situation to operations from within the so called ‘Green Zone’ in Baghdad or from similar fortified locations in Erbil in the north and in Basra in the south.  National staff within some agencies are able to continue work within their respective home areas, however most field work is undertaken by NGO and civil society partners.  Some UN agency staff are able to undertake missions to parts of the country but under very strict security clearance procedures.  Some agencies are forbidden by their respective headquarters to even visit Iraq and their operations are maintained via remote control through intermediary and/or partner agencies.  The difficulty of humanitarian space is perhaps the major challenge for all humanitarian actors in terms of getting accurate and timely information on the needs of the affected people, in terms of delivering assistance and in terms of maintaining traditionally acceptable levels of accountability.  
Existing Programs of Assistance

8. Some of the humanitarian needs of the affected are currently being addressed, often under very difficult circumstances.  Because of the initial optimism shared by donors, government and implementing agencies alike following the end of the previous regime, many of the activities undertaken by UN agencies inside Iraq since the invasion have development/reconstruction as their main objective, although many of these include substantial humanitarian elements.  While data on activities to address humanitarian needs are incomplete (in terms of what has been reported to UNAMI), more than US$250 million (nearly two thirds of overall expenditure) has been supported by UN agencies and IOM in activities which are emergency or humanitarian in nature since the invasion.  An additional US$77 million for various projects to rehabilitate power generation capacity across the country, while not strictly humanitarian in nature, are important for the maintenance of basic service provision.  It should be noted that some of these investments may have fallen victim to the escalating violence or to corruption.
9. A key area in which significant assistance has been provided since the invasion is in the health sector, where training of health professionals, immunization campaigns and provision of drugs and supplies have served to keep the public health system operating.  Cluster/Agency specific contingency planning will go into more detail on current programs of assistance in an attempt to identify the net needs of the affected population groups.  
10. An additional factor about which relatively little is known but which needs to be taken into account is the impact of the assistance provided through Government programs, by groups associated with militia groups, through Mosques and other cultural/social/ religions institutions, and through local NGOs.  It may only be through these mechanisms that immediate relief needs can be addressed.  Clusters/Agencies have been encouraged to ‘think outside the box’ in defining possible interventions inside Iraq.
Next Steps: Issues and Challenges
11. While the work of the respective Clusters/Agencies continues apace in detailed planning to address immediate and expected future humanitarian needs, a number of concurrent activities need to be occurring which address a Policy Framework for humanitarian space in Iraq, an Advocacy Strategy, a discussion of the Implications for UN Operations in Iraq and the need for an Inter-agency Humanitarian Appeal.

Policy framework for humanitarian space
12. Different views exist among many key stakeholders on priorities for addressing the situation in Iraq.  The Government, MNF-I, some donors and some elements of the UN family maintain that all energies should be dedicated to finding a political solution to Iraq’s problems as the highest priority.  There is no disagreement that a political solution is imperative.  The humanitarian community based in Amman perceives, however, that a humanitarian crisis exists and may be contributing to blocking the political process from achieving results.  Some in the humanitarian community believe that while the political process is being addressed it is simply unacceptable that Iraqis have to suffer and die and that urgent and immediate humanitarian action must be delivered in parallel with political processes.  Indeed, effective humanitarian assistance can complement and support actions on the political process.  It is essential that agreement be achieved at the highest level immediately on the nature of the current situation and on the priority actions which can be taken to address urgent humanitarian needs.
13. While the UN continues to rely on the MNF-I to for its transport and security inside Iraq and for its access to hot spot areas it cannot be seen to be impartial and neutral as is essential for humanitarian operations.  UN independence should be asserted as soon as possible.  
Advocacy strategy
14. The recognition of a humanitarian crisis in Iraq needs to occur at a number of levels and by a number of different stakeholders before humanitarian action can occur in sufficient magnitude to effectively address needs.  The following addresses the perceived view of the situation for the main stakeholders and suggests actions needed to achieve a consensus on the needed humanitarian actions.
The people of Iraq: Some of those suffering in Iraq hold the UN and the international community in general responsible for their plight.  At best they consider that the international community has done very little positive to end their suffering, to protect them from danger or to support their basic needs.  At worst they blame the international community for their situation and are reacting violently towards anything or anyone to do with the UN, NGOs or any political or relief organisation from outside the country.  While the history of UN involvement in Iraq is perhaps not entirely positive, the challenge exists now to reassert the impartial, neutral and independent nature of the work of the UN and its partner humanitarian agencies so that access can be restored and the suffering of the people can be addressed.  
Government of Iraq (GOI): Reportedly GOI is in a state of denial at the central level.  This perception may not be shared at the Governorate and/district levels.  The GOI at the central level is expected to have counter-arguments which maintain that conditions have not deteriorated as far as is perceived in the analysis in this paper and more fully in Annex A.  This implies a challenge for humanitarian work inside Iraq.  The assumed scope of the problems is beyond the means and coverage of the response agencies and it is imperative that the GOI act as the leader in any humanitarian response.  Considerable work by UNAMI and the UN agencies to establish agreement about the current situation and the way forward needs to occur urgently.
The United Nations: The main focus of UNAMI to date has been on the political issues facing Iraq, while the UNCT as a whole has focussed largely on reconstruction and development.  Wider acceptance of a humanitarian crisis exists among the response agencies in the Country Team and increasingly among the headquarters of the respective humanitarian response agencies.  The UN via advocacy to the ECHA Group and to the UN Policy Committee has been encouraged to declare a humanitarian emergency for Iraq and a degree of success has been achieved with this advocacy.  More efforts are needed to turn this acceptance into action.  A recent point of emphasis has been the integral nature of the two parts of SCR 1546, wherein the political and humanitarian elements are critical to each other’s success.  The attached Annex A explains the current humanitarian situation in more detail and is an essential element in agreeing the nature of the problem and assisting to define the way forward.
Donors: some perceive a growing humanitarian crisis while others, whose focus to date has been on reconstruction/development, seem to consider that their efforts are stalled in the current violent conditions.  The conclusion that a humanitarian crisis may be increasingly the case is not a widely held view by all donors.  Donor support will be critical to funding immediate humanitarian assistance so increased efforts are needed to gain donor acceptance of the situation and to seek their response.  This may need to occur through representations to capitals, or perhaps more efficiently via the Humanitarian Liaison Working Group in Geneva.
MNF-I: Acknowledging a humanitarian crisis is likely to be very difficult for the MNF-I and it is therefore not likely that this conclusion will be easily drawn.  Additionally, the definition of humanitarian crisis versus collateral effects of what are seen as imperative military actions is blurred at best for MNF-I leadership.  Attempts must be made nevertheless to determine the perception of this key group and to ascertain what may be the least controversial way forward for addressing the needs of the affected people.  This will require intensified advocacy through extant coordination mechanisms such as the MNF-I’s IDP Working Group and the use of the UNAMI Military Advisors.

NGOs: Much of the information and analysis included in Annex A has been the subject of NGO advocacy efforts for many months.  Many (mainly European and locally based) NGOs remain frustrated at the growing crisis and at the lack of support from donors to respond to increasing needs.  It is also these NGOs which are continuing to operate inside Iraq and which may be the most likely avenue for delivering immediate relief assistance.  While they may not need convincing that there is a problem, these NGOs do need financial support if their presence is to be maintained and if they are to be key partners in designing the response.  It should be noted that at least two international humanitarian NGOs have closed operations in the past 18 months due to lack of funding, while others are struggling to maintain operations in hopes of further funding.  The UN has a role in encouraging donors and in finding ways to support these NGOs to perform this important role.
Implications for UN Operations in Iraq
15. The main focus of UN activities in Iraq has been political, reconstruction and development, with only limited resources being allocated for humanitarian relief.  A review of security conditions with a view to facilitating more access for humanitarian staff is essential if activities are to be designed, managed and accounted for.  Humanitarian principles state that operations should be independent, neutral and impartial in their makeup.  It is not possible for this to be presented to the people of Iraq, for example, while all UN operations are so dependent on the MNF-I for all movements and access.  This situation must change so that more independent travel and security conditions can apply for UN activities.
The Need for an Inter-agency Humanitarian Appeal
16. Humanitarian needs are considered to be great and must be addressed urgently.  At the same time the available resources to respond are insufficient and not in a flexible enough form to enable a quick and effective response.  Some form of inter-agency humanitarian appeal is therefore needed and should be launched as soon as possible.

17. Current funding mechanisms include agencies’ or NGO’s own bilateral resources and the International Reconstruction Facility Fund for Iraq (IRFFI).  The latter includes a World Bank Trust Fund and a UN Development Group Trust Fund.  It is from this last source or from agency bilateral funds that many UN-supported activities have been funded.  For example the newly developed Joint Priority Action Plan for Iraq (JPAP) has a budget of US$240 million over the 18 months to July 2008 for institutional and capacity building activities and for the provision of basic social services.  To date US$43 million has been earmarked by donors for emergency preparedness and relief activities, but with an overall focus on capacity building rather than large-scale response activities.  The IRFFI activities must be endorsed/approved by the Government of Iraq.  Given the points made above on the perceived position of the GOI on a humanitarian crisis, it does not currently seem workable for funds for new humanitarian activities to be channelled through these mechanisms.  It may be possible for the governing arrangements for the IRFFI to be modified to allow flexible funding for humanitarian activities and this should be investigated.  The caveat needs to be kept in mind, however, that the neutrality of activities supported via the IRRFI may be called into question because of the GOI involvement in the process.
18. An alternative proposed in some quarters is that the GOI be asked to release funds from its US$ several billion budget surplus for humanitarian activities.  The generosity of the GOI towards Lebanon in pledging US$ 35 million for humanitarian assistance in mid-2006 has been noted by donors and humanitarian actors alike.  While the suggestion to use some of the reported budget surplus for humanitarian assistance is attractive, the current apparently dysfunctional state of the GOI at the central level and the potential for such a suggestion to be very time consuming, in addition to already mentioned point that neutrality of such a mechanism would be questioned by many, indicate that this may not be an immediate solution to the need for increased humanitarian funding.

19. A similar suggestion that Iraq’s creditors be asked to forgive some of Iraq’s debts and the funds be then earmarked for humanitarian activities faces all the same problems as using the Government budget surplus, and given the recent experience in Africa with debt forgiveness is even less likely to happen quickly, if at all.

20. The above is provided as background for discussion at senior meetings scheduled for the coming weeks.
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