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        Key points

        
          	
      Deploy a communications team or identify communications staff at the outset including communication and content gathering capacity in coordination with Bureau/s and DER/GCS.

          	
      Make sure that holding statement/key messages/if asked lines have been cleared.

          	
      Clear initial communications and fundraising assets.




          	
      Provide info on needs – people affected, damage, etc.




          	
      Share information with GCS comms team, including with the global News and Media Section and Content Section.

          	
      Identify spokespeople/Facilitate media access where you can.

          	
      Wear and display UNHCR visibility.

          	
      Be prepared to do media interviews if asked by communications staff.

          	
      Avoid delays in clearing press releases and briefing notes by appointing a deputy to approve clearances when the Representative is busy.

          	
      If you identify reputational risks linked to our emergency response, ensure issues are quickly escalated internally and a timely crisis communications response is provided to help protect UNHCR’s credibility, operational space and funding. Reach out to Bureau and/or the GCS Crisis Communications Unit for advice and support.

        

      

      
        Overview

        
          External communication is a vital tool for reaching and engaging the news media and wider public, helping UNHCR to lead the narrative on forced displacement, generate empathy, mobilize action and advocate for the rights of refugees and other displaced people. It is a tool that UNHCR uses to achieve its strategic operational and Protection advocacy objectives, and to position itself in the crowded public debate as the lead authority and expert voice on refugee and forced displacement issues, to present our point of view, showcase our impact, generate trust, protect and enhance our reputation, engage with key external stakeholders and generate vital moral, political and financial support for our work with forcibly displaced and stateless people and the communities hosting them. All of this can help us better fulfill our refugee protection mandate at the local, national and international levels.

Some humanitarian emergencies are often the focus of intense media and public interest, and for UNHCR this means that communication becomes a priority. Other emergencies may not receive enough attention and struggle to get sufficient funding and mobilise political and financial support for their operational and advocacy objectives. In any case, if UNHCR and the people it serves are to be seen and heard in what can rapidly become a crowded and chaotic information environment, we need to be visible on the ground, reach out to the media proactively, and have something worth saying.

In practice, this may require us to engage with the national and international media on the ground as well as those inquiring from afar, issue press releases, prepare briefing notes, utilize social media, produce multimedia content and have communications teams on standby for deployment (or en route) even before a formal emergency declaration has been made.

        

      

      
        Relevance for emergency operations

        
          Whether they are covered by the news media or not, it is critical during emergencies to communicate proactively in a timely fashion for advocacy, resource mobilization and visibility purposes. As humanitarians, we need to be able to help tell the story of our impact for those we serve – refugees, internally displaced and stateless people, using the communications tools and channels that we have, including media relations, social media and multimedia content gathering, to help inform, shape, and lead the public conversation about refugees and UNHCR’s work for and with them.

          Emergencies are also key moments when UNHCR’s response is under heightened scrutiny from external actors, including media, donors and partners. Reputational risks may arise, which should be identified, monitored and mitigated in a timely manner through effective crisis communications, in order to preserve UNHCR’s credibility, operational space and funding.

        

      

      
        Main guidance

        
          1. Key Messages
If UNHCR is to advocate successfully on behalf of refugees and other displaced people, and mobilise moral, financial and political support in an emergency, we need to be visible and our voice must be heard. To have impact, we need clear, simple, memorable messages that we employ consistently across our external platforms (in media interviews, briefing notes, press releases, social media, and other online platforms). UNHCR employs at least four layers of external messaging:

Press key messages. These messages are for instant use in media interviews (Al Jazeera, BBC TV, CNN) or press events. They should be:

          
            	Developed rapidly and regularly by the spokesperson for the operation, working with the global News and Media Section and the Bureau/country Representative or the designated deputy.

            	Used to inform communications staff and others doing media interviews.

            	Simple and short.

          

          ‘If asked' lines. These messages deal with complex or politically sensitive issues that may lie
outside our main media messaging framework. They should be:

          
            	Developed by the spokesperson for the operation or (where that person is too busy with media interviews) the relevant senior regional communications officer or a global spokesperson within the News and Media Section.

            	Include background, soundbites/messages, and key operational stats.

            	Cleared rapidly by the Representative, the relevant regional bureaus, and (case by case) the Division of International Protection (DIP) or other internal stakeholders.

            	Used to support Representatives and spokespersons to prepare for press conferences and other external events.

            	Treated as ‘internal only' documents: not distributed externally.

            	If there is a GWA with an interest in the crisis, high profile supporter or digital influencer active in the media or on social media, ensure they are communicated with asap and provided a simple brief on the situation, what communications would be helpful (e.g. sharing official social posts) and what we ask them not to do.

            	Keep as succinct as possible.

          

          Briefing Notes, Press Releases and News Comments. These are key proactive tools to establish UNHCR's narrative and positioning on an emergency. They should be:

          
            	Developed by the spokesperson for the emergency and the global News and Media Section working with the Representative, the regional bureaus, DIP and other senior managers as needed.

            	Cleared rapidly.

            	Used to inform the work of other units of Division of External Relations (DER), including donor relations, Private Sector Partnerships (PSP), strategic communications.

            	Adapted and incorporated in other UNHCR-produced content, including web stories, video scripts, social media, etc.

            	Can be national/regional or global and amplified on social media.

          

          UNHCR corporate messages. These messages have a long shelf life and are used by UNHCR representatives and other staff when they articulate UNHCR's broader positions. They can be communicated using institutional social media accounts, if appropriate. They should be:

          
            	Developed by the Global Communications Service in DER on the basis of messaging and created in consultation with senior management.

            	Used to inform staff involved in meetings with partners, governments, etc.

            	Disseminated to UNHCR staff.

          

          
2. Working with media
Journalists are an important external partner for UNHCR in nearly all humanitarian emergencies, because their output directly influences public perceptions of UNHCR and the financial and political support we are able to generate. To handle the large volume of media interest that an emergency can generate, and satisfy the demand of UNHCR's various media platforms for news content, emergency operations normally need to take the following actions:

          
            	A spokesperson is designated immediately to handle priority media calls pending the arrival of additional communications support. (Normally, the country communications officer or the Representative fill this role.)

            	Relevant information is shared with the country, regional, and global communications colleagues. (The global News and Media team is expected to alert the wider communications network, DRRM and PSP.)

            	The Global Communications Service coordinates with the relevant regional bureau to ensure the short-term rapid deployment of a news and multimedia team potentially consisting of: a spokesperson for media interviews and media work (normally the relevant senior regional communications officer); a multimedia producer (to create visual and other content for UNHCR's online channels, especially social media, and to train colleagues in the field); a cameraperson (to gather video footage and stories for broadcasters and UNHCR's online channels); a writer/editor (to produce web stories and support the spokesperson in the production of written communications materials); a freelance photographer (to gather high-quality images for distribution to news media and for use on UNHCR's online channels, in fundraising appeals, etc.), and possibly a social media producer.

            	Media requests to facilitate access are directed to the senior regional communications officer and global News and Media Section in the absence of a communications team on the ground. The senior regional communications officer and global News and Media Section follow up with the operation.

            	Whether it is facilitating access or just responding to media requests for information it is important to understand the journalist’s objectives (including past coverage of refugee issues and the general perspectives of the outlet) as specifically as possible. This knowledge informs how best to organize site access or respond to questions in good faith and also in ways that best serve the needs of UNHCR and the people we serve. It is best to brief the journalist or producer (off the record or on deep background) ahead of any field access (and in some cases for interviews). Doing so in a conversational exchange helps UNHCR understand the journalist’s needs/goals but, equally important, gives us the opportunity to convey the UNHCR perspective on the situation, to focus on the human story, and in the process helps the journalist formulate their own coverage plan.

          

          
3. Working with social media
Use social media to quickly and effectively share newsworthy information and position UNHCR as a leading authority on an emergency, ensuring that it works in tandem and complements overall positioning efforts. However, a basic social media skillset is required, as poorly conceived and executed social media posts will reflect badly on UNHCR, may jeopardize field operations, and could even put refugees at risk.

          
            	Make sure key staff, including all communications staff, are familiar with UNHCR guidelines on the use of social media, have a smartphone and know how to use it (including shooting for social media platforms and sharing photos and videos).

            	Learn to use social media and begin building a followership before an emergency starts.

            	Focus on a platform that suits you well (such as X or Instagram) rather than dabbling in many.

            	Follow key journalists covering the emergency. Reply to their posts or repost them so they become aware of your presence, follow you, and recognize you are a valuable source.

            	Listen and engage. Remember that social media is about conversation, not broadcasting.

            	Be aware of what local Goodwill Ambassador/High Profile Supporters/Digital Influencers might be saying and guide appropriately.

          

          See also the Entry on Social Media in Emergencies.

          
4. Media Relations/Spokesperson
Media interviews remain one of UNHCR's most effective tools for reaching large external audiences fast and establishing UNHCR's authority and visibility in an emergency. (See Section 2 above.) Emergency operations are expected to:

          
            	Immediately designate at least one spokesperson who can be available to the media.

            	Spokesperson is typically a PI officer but can be other trained management, field or protection staff,

            	Ensure that the spokesperson has access to management meetings, is kept fully informed and up to date, and briefs the global News and Media Section regularly.

            	Enable the spokesperson to work efficiently by allocating resources separately for external relations and report writing.

            	Ensure that communications staff are appropriately equipped (with internet-enabled smartphones, 4G mobile wireless dongle with local SIM card and data package, email, satphones, international calling functions, etc.).

          

          
5. Multimedia Content Production
Compelling stories of displaced individuals and families are one of the most effective ways for UNHCR to build public awareness, strengthen advocacy, and generate financial support. While we often deploy multimedia producers to gather content (news and feature stories, blogs, photos, videos), field staff make vital contributions to our platforms. This is especially true at the very start of an emergency, before the international press corps arrives, and after the press corps has moved on. Ensure protection concerns and ethical guidelines are addressed in content gathering.
See also the Entry on Multimedia Content Gathering.

          
            	Send photos, smartphone videos, and written observations, while they are still fresh and timely, to the Multimedia Content Section.

            	GCS to share the content with external partners where appropriate.

            	Ensure that photo and images featuring individuals are in line with the Ethical Communications Guidelines, have received consent including for fundraising purposes.

          

          
            

            6. Communications equipment and related requirements
          

          
            	Communications equipment needs can change rapidly with today's new and emerging technologies. The minimum operating kit for communications teams in emergencies includes: internet-enabled international calling smartphones; unlocked 4G mobile wireless dongle plus a local SIM card and data package; Macbook notebook computers with photo editing and word-processing software; external battery pack for recharging smartphones; satphones; desk phones; WhatsApp and Skype access; access to a desktop computer.

            	The Multimedia Content Section will organize deployment of video and photographic teams; managers of operations should be aware that their help may be required to clear equipment through customs.

            	Since communications teams gather visual and other content for UNHCR to disseminate globally, all communications teams should have a dedicated car and driver.

            	In certain circumstances communications teams may need to work in risky and hard-to-predict environments (for example, when taking videos or photos). It is important that communications teams receive adequate security briefings and advice, and where necessary are accompanied by Field Safety staff.

            	Visibility is of immense importance. All UNHCR staff (not just communicators) must wear visibility vests and caps at field locations. UNHCR logos on tents or tarpaulins should be visible at press events and at locations where impromptu interviews may occur.

          

          
            7. Managing reputational risks and crisis communications events
          

          During emergencies, UNHCR may be exposed to reputational risks and receive questions from media/other external actors or negative media/social media coverage about our (perceived) lack of/late response or an integrity issue. Responding to an emerging reputational crisis quickly and effectively is crucial. If we get it right, we protect UNHCR’s brand and reputation and help ensure continuity in our operational delivery. Timely reputational risk identification and monitoring, supported by solid internal information and coordination processes, are needed at country level, with support from regional bureaux and the Crisis Communications team under the Global Communications Service.

          If you are faced with criticism, avoid turning defensive and follow the easy-to-remember four C's communication framework:

          
            	Start with CONCERN - For what has happened and those affected. Start from a place of concern about those impacted.

            	Continue with CONTROL – what action are you taking to control the situation.

            	Followed by your COMMITMENT – explain your action to avoid any repeat.

            	CONTEXT - When appropriate, add a final point, explaining the bigger picture and putting events in perspective.

          

          Depending on the reputational risks assessed, various crisis communication tactics and tools may be considered. Country operations and bureaux are encouraged to contact the GCS Crisis Communications team (pouilly@unhcr.org; wolf@unhcr.org) for any guidance and support.

          If asked lines. To be developed as soon as a reputational risk is identified (as part of preparedness) and used on strictly if asked basis to deal with tricky media questions on e.g., lack of/late response by UNHCR, alleged staff misconduct, aid diversion, etc. They should be:

          
            	Developed by the comms staff in the operation or the relevant senior regional communications officer or/with support from the GCS Crisis Communications team.

            	Include background and key stats.

            	Be cleared rapidly by the Representative/Deputy Representative. Other relevant internal stakeholders might be involved, depending on the nature of the issue and the severity of the crisis, including the relevant regional bureaux, the GCS Crisis Communications team and (case by case) LAS, IGO, DIP, Principal Advisor on PSEA, etc.

            	Used to help Representatives and spokespersons be prepared for media interviews/questions on tricky reputational issues.

            	Treated as ‘strictly internal only' documents and shared only with crisis comms related colleagues.

          

          Holding lines or statement. To be quickly drafted and cleared as soon as a crisis communication event emerges. They should:

          
            	Follow the 4 Cs framework.

            	Be kept short.

          

          Can be shared with media or posted on social media at country/regional level (UNHCR corporate or individual accounts).

          Additional actions and tactics to contain an escalating crisis might be used, including press releases, background briefings with external stakeholders or press conferences. In such situations, the regional bureau should be consulted/involved as well as other internal stakeholders, including the GCS Crisis Communications team.

          
            Good practice recommendations
          

          Good communication in emergencies is about

          
            	Getting teams in place fast.

            	Organizing and analysing the available information.

            	Keeping communications staff well informed through a good internal information flow.

            	Being aware of what to say and what not to say.

            	Alert the global News and Media team early. At the first sign of an emergency, country and relevant senior communications staff in surrounding countries should be placed on standby for immediate deployment. Secure visas, if needed.

            	The first communications deployees to an emergency should normally be the communications staff closest to the situation. Typically, a country communications officer is appointed immediate spokesperson until the nearest senior country or regional communications officer has been flown in. The global News and Media and Multimedia content team will organize and deploy follow-up teams for spokesperson and multimedia functions. The number of communications staff deployed will vary over time; typically, most are deployed in the first week.

            	Take care to protect the capacity of communications staff. Do not ask a busy spokesperson to write reports or manage celebrity visits.

            	Information that is highly newsworthy at one stage of an emergency may not be of interest to media or the public at a later stage. The following information is likely to attract media interest at the outset of a crisis: numbers of people affected, initial aid airlifts, what people of concern are saying, challenges, needs, and indications that the situation is worsening. Communications staff can advise on what is newsworthy.

            	Managers should ask communications teams for regular feedback on what media are reporting, and what questions are being asked. Media monitoring is an important situational awareness tool.

            	Ensure contact lists are up to date:

          

          
            	UN agencies and partners (including relevant development and private sector actors)

            	Embassies and donor focal points at national and regional levels

            	National and international media

          

          
            	The Chief of the global News and Media Section will assign a dedicated global news focal point for the emergency. (It is normally the global focal point for the region in question). Communications focal points should be included on distribution lists for situation reports and other internal information.

            	Representatives and other managers of operations should ensure that communications staff are kept up to date, are aware of sensitivities, emerging reputational risks, problems, or criticism of the operation by partners because such information may require UNHCR to nuance its messages.

            	Good communication is only possible when we have good internal information sharing. Communications staff should be included in key information and decision-making meetings. This is also key when reputational risks materialize and escalate.

            	Media impact can be adversely affected if news materials or press events are timed badly (too late in the day, at weekends). If in doubt, seek the advice of the relevant regional or global spokesperson.

            	Press releases or statements issued locally may be of global news interest. Coordinate in advance with the senior regional communications officer.

            	Use resources and locations available and best suited for interviews and briefings: consider HQ studio, Palais des Nations media briefing, Daily Press Briefing by the Office of the Spokesperson for the UN Secretary-General in New York and field.

            	Briefing notes and time-bound press releases or statements should normally be cleared within one hour. In emergency operations, and to avoid bottlenecks, a deputy should be assigned to clear such documents when the Representative is unavailable.

          

          
            Considerations for practical implementation
          

          
            	Communications staff should not be learning how to use sat-phones, smartphones, or editing software in the thick of an emergency. They should be provided with essential equipment in advance and as a matter of course, be able to use it, and keep spare batteries, chargers, cables, etc.

            	Media representatives may request UNHCR's immediate help to access emergency areas (seats on planes delivering aid, participation in convoys). Such requests should normally be referred to the global News and Media Section, pending the arrival of communications capacity.

          

          
            Resources and partnerships
          

          UNHCR's model of communications deployment in emergencies is changing fast as the organization develops new online and other content capacities. While the first communications deployee is likely to be the relevant country communications officer, acting as spokesperson, consider immediate deployment (within the first week) of a three-person team composed of a spokesperson, a multimedia content producer, and a news editor/team manager. This team would normally remain in place for up to 30 days.

        

      

      
        Policies, Guidelines and Useful Links

        
          
            
              
                
          
      

              

              
                
          
      

              

            

          

        

      

      
        Links

        
          UNHCR website in English
          Refugees Media
          UNHCR on X
          @refugeesmedia
          UNHCR on Facebook
          UNHCR on Instagram
          UNHCR on Threads
          UNHCR on LinkedIn
          UNHCR on TikTok
        

      

      
        Main contacts

        
          The Social Media Section in the Global Communications Service at Headquarters: socialmedia@unhcr.org

          For guidance, resources, support and capacity building on reputational risks management and crisis communications please contact the GCS Crisis Communications team: pouilly@unhcr.org; wolf@unhcr.org

        

      

    

  
    Social media in emergencies

    
      08 December 2023

      
        Key points

        
          	
      Make sure to read, understand and implement the Ethical Communications Guidelines before you start content gathering

          	
      Document what you are seeing: take photos and short videos

          	
      Seek informed consent from anyone featured in your photographs and videos. Make sure they understand that their image might be distributed widely on social media platforms, broadcast on television, in news articles across the internet, etc.

          	
       Where possible, let people talk about their own experiences; do not speak for them

          	
      For video, hold the camera vertically so it can be optimized for social media platforms

          	
      Make sure to back up your content in a shared drive, such as SharePoint, dropbox or cloud

        

      

      
        Overview

        
          Social media is a powerful tool for UNHCR staff working in emergency situations as it can be used to provide partners, journalists, donors, colleagues and affected communities with real-time, verified, and relevant information and content. This guide outlines policies, principles, best practices, and some tips for social media content gathering and outreach during emergencies.

          Social media platforms are very useful for sharing information quickly with large numbers of people, listening to relevant conversations online and preventing or responding to misinformation and disinformation. They are very powerful in emergency situations, because they enable you to update colleagues, partners, journalists, donors, and people who are affected by the crisis with timely, verified and relevant information and content. The most popular social media platforms are Facebook, X, YouTube, TikTok, LinkedIn, Threads and Instagram. Each is different: staff should understand their differences and use the most appropriate platform, which may vary from region to region and depending on the type of content and target audiences.

          UNHCR has numerous institutional social media accounts. The global Social Media Section, which is spread across time zones, manages global accounts in English and French. Regional and country-level accounts are managed locally, the Spanish accounts are managed by the Americas Bureau, and Arabic accounts by the MENA Bureau. In addition, UNHCR encourages communicators and other employees to use their personal social media accounts to share their expertise, content and information, following the UNHCR Guidelines on the Personal Use of Social Media.

          In emergency operations, up-to-date information may be shared by employees who are directly involved in the operation via their personal social media accounts. This information can be reshared by institutional accounts, which in most cases have larger followings. Trust is a crucial element of social media, and during emergency operations followers want information that has been sourced directly from the ground, rather than from HQ. However, never post information or content that is not verified, acquired without consent and that might put refugees, asylum-seekers, stateless people and all who are affected by the crisis at risk or disclose their personal information, such as phone numbers, addresses and national ID numbers.

        

      

      
        Main guidance

        
          UNHCR's Guidelines on the Personal Use of Social Media and Administrative Instruction on the Use of Social Media:

          
            	Explains key differences between institutional and personal accounts.

            	Provides guidance on what is and is not appropriate to post.

            	Lists top tips for using social media.

          

          The most important point to remember is that, even if you post on a personal social media account, those who use that information can attribute it directly to UNHCR. It is therefore important that only staff who are closest to the operation post updates. Remember too that social media are public forums: do not post anything you would not be prepared to say during a radio or television interview.

          Good practice recommendations

          
            Top Tips for Using Social Media
          

          
            	Use common sense. Think before you hit post or share. Be aware that, when you share facts or opinions, it may be assumed that you endorse that information.

            	Be honest. Do not mislead or invite misinterpretation. If you did not witness an event, do not imply that you did. UNHCR's credibility may be at stake.

            	Be accurate. Outdated figures or erroneous information can spread rapidly on social media. Always double-check your facts before posting.

            	Be clear. If your post might be misinterpreted, find a clearer way to phrase your message.

            	Exercise discretion. Leave sensitive issues to personnel specifically authorized to speak on them. When in doubt, consult your supervisor.

            	Respect confidentiality. Do not share information that is not meant for external audiences, such as details that could compromise diplomacy or protection.

            	Ensure safety and protection. Bear in mind that information you post, especially locations or personal details, could put you or others at risk.

            	Show respect and seek consent. When you talk about, photograph or record people we protect and assist, strive to respect their dignity. Refer to the Internal Ethical Communications Guidelines when in doubt.

            	Avoid taking sides. UNHCR personnel must honour humanitarian principles, including impartiality, neutrality and independence. Refrain from making political statements that might compromise UNHCR's relationships with governments, partners or other stakeholders.

            	Stick with what you know. When talking about UNHCR's work, focus on your own experiences and areas of expertise, or official UNHCR data/messaging.

            	Show integrity. You are responsible for your online reputation, which may affect UNHCR's image. Be aware of your digital footprint and act as responsibly online as you would in any other public context. Nothing is lost once it’s posted online – even when you delete, screenshots will perpetuate the lifespan of a social media post. If you hesitate, there’s probably a good reason. If in doubt, don’t post it.

            	Be transparent. Don't use a pseudonym or post anonymous comments or content about UNHCR, the UN, refugees, asylum-seekers, stateless people or the humanitarian sector. Declaring your identity and affiliation helps to build trust and prevent misperceptions.

            	Be authentic. When you speak from a personal perspective and mean what you say, your posts will gain traction and visibility.

            	Be generous. Credit others and avoid negativity. Being superior or patronizing reflects poorly on you and UNHCR and invites criticism.

            	Listen and engage in conversations. Do not simply broadcast. However, beware of the challenges and risks of community management. Refer to UNHCR Community Management Guidelines to prepare yourself for online engagement.

            	Use DMs. Direct Messages are a great tool to reach out to people or institutions in a private manner. Flag your content to global or regional UNHCR accounts for amplification and reach a wider audience.

            	Don't feed the trolls. It is often best to ignore hateful, discriminatory or otherwise inappropriate comments. Answering may only encourage more of the same.

            	Seek advice. If you are unsure whether something is appropriate to post, seek advice from your colleagues or ask  socialmedia@unhcr.org.

          

          Think about your audience

While social media can reach huge audiences, it is important to consider who you want to target. Are you hoping to provide other colleagues or partners with real-time updates of the developing situation? Are you hoping to connect with local or international journalists, letting them know you are on the ground, willing to provide information, and available for an interview? Are you providing vital updates to people affected by an emergency?



It is vital to think about your target audience in order to select the best platforms. For example, many journalists from large international news organizations use X to search for breaking news and people on the ground to interview during emergencies. Young audiences, especially Gen-X and millennials, prefer to get their news on Instagram and TikTok. Humanitarians and fellow UNHCR staff members mostly rely on LinkedIn to get the inside scoop on the conditions on the ground. Local journalists or refugee communities may be more likely to use Facebook. Ask the audiences you want to reach what platforms they use, remembering that email, WhatsApp and SMS are still very powerful communications tools.



Creating original content

During emergencies, many people are looking for photographs or videos. News agencies use more and more user-generated content (also known as UGC) sourced from social media to publish authentic content created by people on the ground. UGC comes in many forms, including images, videos, a testimonial, or even just a text-based post. Journalists in particular are desperate for content from people on the ground. If you are in the field, it is important to document what you see. In many emergency situations, news organizations cannot get access or lack the funds to send journalists or camera people. They increasingly rely on content generated by aid workers.



No one expects a flawlessly constructed news video, or a perfectly composed picture. In fact, raw and authentic content that is not professionally produced generates more engagement on social media. Audiences want a sense of what the situation is really like. Images from the window of a moving vehicle captured by your smartphone can provide usable footage for news organizations. Photographs or videos of queues, camps or registration centres can show the scale of an emergency.



Video. Keep your phone as still as possible. Don't move quickly. Let movement in the scene provide interesting content.

Audio. Stand very close to your subjects so that ambient sounds do not drown out their voices. Try to record in a quiet spot, out of the wind. Use a mic if you can.

Photographs. Do not shoot into the sun. Take many shots and choose the best ones later.



For more tips, see entry on Multimedia Content Gathering.



Wherever possible, allow people affected by the emergency to tell their own stories, bearing in mind issues of protection and consent. Always follow the Internal Ethical Communications Guidelines.



Below are some simple tools for creating photos and video clips for social media:

          Before hitting the record button:

          
            	Tell contributors which social media channels you plan to post on. Ask them if they use these platforms and how they would feel if their friends and family could see them on there.

            	Ask contributors how they wish to be described. For example, do they want to be described as a refugee/returnee/stateless person, as a student or as their profession?

            	To protect individuals, we will not disclose more than one of the pieces of information that make up the 'triangle of risk': Family name, specific location or place of origin and identifiable image. An exception to this is made for people who specifically want to share all of this information and are aware of the risks involved, for example, if someone is campaigning on a particular issue.

            	Some of your collaborators might be active social media users, using the platforms to advocate for the causes they care about. Ask them if they want to be tagged in the content so that their own platforms can gain reach.

          

          Videos:

          
            	Use an advanced smartphone with a good camera – at least an iPhone 6 or a recent Android. Attach a compatible mic if you can. For image stability, use a tripod or gimble when necessary.

            	When you’re recording, find something active and visual to shoot. Seek reactions from crowds, touching moments and interactions that can be heard easily amid background noise.

            	Here are some guidelines for filming with a smartphone. Remember to hold your phone vertically or shoot wide in a way that can be cut and cropped for multiple social media platforms.

            	Think of an establishing shot (to set the location, event or other): This could be one long, wide shot of the scene you want to show. Hold this shot for at least 10 seconds.

          

          Photos:

          
            	Take a portrait of your subject looking at the camera. Shoot both horizontal and vertical for social media, but prioritize vertical if you need to choose. Fill the frame with the person’s head and shoulders so that they are the most prominent part of the composition. 

            	Add context. Take a photo that shows the person in context and gives a little more information about them.

            	Take an action shot. A great way to add interest to a photo and give it an air of spontaneity is to show the subject in motion or engaging in an activity.

            	Pick a simple background and make sure nothing is inadvertently ‘growing’ out of your subject’s head – like a tree or another person.

            	Have the person face the sun but avoid shooting in high midday sunlight. Soft morning and afternoon light are best.

            	Fill the frame with your subject and study the Rule of Thirds.

            	Make sure to note down enough information for a caption. Whenever you photograph someone, always interview the subject and ask the following questions: Name, age, reason for fleeing. Try to tease out an interesting quote by asking follow up questions.

            	File your images to Refugees Media using the Photographer’s Guidelines. Always download the watermarked social media version of the photo to post on social media.

          

          Avoid these motives when photographing or filming forcibly displaced and stateless people:

          
            	Do not portray people who are crying.

            	Do not portray people who are in extreme physical or emotional distress.

            	Do not portray people who are under the influence of alcohol or drugs.

            	Do not portray people who are (partially) undressed, this includes children.

            	Do not portray people who pose in a degrading manner or in a way that others may easily interpret as having sexual connotations.

            	Do not show graphic pictures showing violence or death.

            	Do not portray people in a situation that makes them look utterly helpless (e.g., displaying children with flies on their eyes).

            	Do not take images of vulnerable people from above, and don’t remove (through cropping/framing) a child or vulnerable person’s caretaker from an image.

            	Be aware of power imbalances, especially those that reinforce the trope of the ‘white saviour’, e.g. avoid images of white staff standing up while speaking to local people who are sitting on the ground. Try to portray all people as equals.

            	The images and stories we collect should reflect diversity, capturing a range of ages, genders, ethnicities and being inclusive of people with disabilities, where possible.

          

          Remember. Protection issues are paramount. When you take photographs or film video of refugees, asylum-seekers, stateless people and others affected by an emergency, you must get informed consent. You must explain how the content might be used on social media accounts, and that it might be picked up and used by news organizations. It is our privilege that communities entrust us with their stories, and it is our responsibility to respectfully and authentically receive and share those stories. We must ensure that forcibly displaced and stateless people are active partners and able to tell their stories in whatever way is most appropriate for them. Make sure to read, understand and implement the Ethical Communications Guidelines before you start content gathering.



Using social media for distribution

When you have your video, photographs, text updates, statistics or case studies of individuals, share them on your  social media channels and please email socialmedia@unhcr.org, DM @refugees on Instagram or X, or mention UNHCR in your posts (You can add @refugees in your post, or tag the global UNHCR page on Facebook). This makes it easier for the global social media team to share your content on the main global accounts, which will increase media coverage, raise awareness of the situation, and win support for the work UNHCR is doing.



Communicating with people who are directly impacted by the emergency

Before you start thinking about using social media to talk directly to refugees, asylum-seekers, or internally displaced persons, find out which platforms they use. In many places, X and Instagram are used less than Facebook. Do not set up any institutional social media accounts on a specific emergency, and consult the respective regional bureau and the global social media team. It is much more beneficial to tap into established audiences of existing national, regional and global accounts.

          Facebook pages are often not the best way to communicate emergency updates and information, because Facebook only shows your updates to a small fraction of your followers (typically less than 10% and often as little as 3%).

          X is still used as a platform to report from the field, and it allows quick text-based updates as well as multimedia attachments. Many journalists use X to find sources and voices on the ground during emergencies. You can create lists to customize, organize and prioritize the relevant posts, hashtags or people who are sharing information about the emergency, so you can closely monitor relevant updates, listen to the conversation and reach out to key journalists, organizations or partners.

          Use Instagram if it’s a popular platform in the region to speak to a wider and usually a younger audience. Instagram Stories offer the opportunity to share photos and short videos in which you can add text, captions, links and more. You can put a call for questions using one of the interactive stickers and engage with an interested audience in real time by raising awareness with verified information. Instagram is also a great platform to reach out or get discovered by digital influencers who have large numbers of followers and can carry your information to a wider public.



Consider SMS or WhatsApp communication. In emergency situations access to the Internet can be difficult, and social media platforms may be inappropriate. If you want to message large groups of people, SMS or WhatsApp may be more effective. It is also a private way to communicate messages that are sensitive.

          All in all, decide on your target audience, the type of content you have or can gather and your purpose behind using social media before choosing which platform to use and starting to share information online. 

          Considerations for practical implementation

          
            	Employees should be confident in using smartphones to create content and share it via social networks. In emergency situations, you need to create and post quickly and confidently.

            	Employees should also feel confident about what they should and should not post on personal accounts. If you have concerns or questions, talk to your local communications officer or contact the global social media team.

            	Employees should be listening to updates posted by other colleagues and partners so that everyone is well informed about the latest developments. You may want to re-share some of this content on your own accounts, helping it to reach a wider audience.

          

          Employees should make sure that they understand informed consent and have enough time to get it. Before you gather any content, consult the section on consent in UNHCR's Ethical Communication Guidelines and familiarize yourself with what it means to seek informed consent. The guidelines also contain advice on photographing or filming in group settings.

        

      

      
        Checklist: Using social media in emergencies

        
          
            Determine your target audience and outline the purpose of using social media.

          

          
            Seek informed consent from affected communities involved in your content.

          

          
            Capture what you see on the ground with photos and videos, and share on social media with minimum or no editing and post-production.

          

          
            Backup your content and share your social media posts directly with HQ, colleagues, partners, journalists and people who are affected by the crisis.

          

        

      

      
        Policies, Guidelines and Useful Links

        
          
            
              Key employees including all communications officers working in emergency situations should be issued smartphones so that they can create content and share it quickly on social networks.

            

            
              
                
                  
                    UNHCR Guidelines on the Personal Use of Social Media
                  

                

              

              
                
                  
                    Protect yourself and others: managing your social media privacy settings
                  

                

              

              
                
                  
                    UNHCR Community Management Guidelines
                  

                

              

              
                
                  
                    Request to Open or Continue an Institutional Social Media Account
                  

                

              

              
                
                  
                    UNHCR Guidelines for Filming with Smartphone
                  

                

              

              
                
                  
                    UNHCR Guidelines to Manage Trolls
                  

                

              

            

          

        

      

      
        Links

        
          UNHCR on X
          UNHCR on Facebook
          UNHCR on Instagram
          UNHCR on LinkedIn
          UNHCR on TikTok
          UNHCR on Threads
        

      

      
        Main contacts

        
          The Social Media Section in the Global Communications Service at Headquarters: socialmedia@unhcr.org

        

      

    

  
    Private sector fundraising

    
      02 October 2024

      
        Key points

        
          	
      Swift, compelling multimedia content from the field is critical in launching successful fundraising appeals among the general public.

          	
      The Regional Bureau will liaise with you regarding content assets such as price points and images/video, needs/queries from donors, impact reporting.

          	
      Ensure that everyone featured/highlighted in the content gathered – e.g. interviews, photos, footage – has been informed of what the content will be used for and has signed a consent form. The assets cannot be used for fundraising without signed informed consent.

          	
      Contact your Regional Bureau and PSP with any questions on donations and soliciting funds from the private sector: privatesectorpartnership@unhcr.org

          	
      Content clearly demonstrating impact of private sector support will be required on a regular basis during the first 6 months of an emergency.

        

      

      
        Overview

        
          One of the biggest challenges for UNHCR is that needs are growing even faster than resource mobilization.  Emergencies gain attention and traction, particularly if covered by the media, and it is important to leverage these opportunities to communicate UNHCR’s needs and optimize fundraising income.

          Private Sector Partnerships (PSP) is the key service of the Division of External Relations (DER) that is mandated to raise funds from the private sector. PSP has identified emergencies as a priority growth driver to raise more sustainable income for UNHCR, so it is critical we optimize our fundraising potential to engage new and existing donors during emergency situations.

        

      

      
        Relevance for emergency operations

        
          Private sector donor response is often quicker at the onset of an emergency than other resource mobilization. The private sector is  a crucial source of unearmarked and softly earmarked funds – including resources at the country level or situation level – and being able to raise fundraising income at the early stages of an emergency is a helpful step in garnering funding to scale up a response. High awareness from the media and general public, combined with the launch of fundraising activities, ensures UNHCR can raise these flexible funds from the private sector (individuals, corporates, foundations and major donors) as well as increase awareness and visibility of our work.

        

      

      
        Main guidance

        
          Speed is critical to ensure PSP can “activate” appeals to the private sector. Analysis confirms that usually the quicker a fundraising greenlight is authorized for an emergency and the sooner fundraising activities are  launched, the more donors respond and the greater the income level received.

          Initial requirements are as follows:

          
            Within 24 hours :
          

          
            	Approval to fundraise (the “green light”)

            	Images and footage showing humanitarian needs of affected people

            	Video interviews and quotes from staff in the field

            	‘’Price points’’ of assistance based on unit costs at the local level that can be used to appeal to donors (e.g., US$ 8 can purchase a sleeping mat for someone in need; US$ 400,000 is enough to provide clean water to 50,000 refugees through drilling and construction of a borehole)

            	Key messages to enable creation of fundraising assets (eg. web copy, donor emails and marketing materials)

            	Required overall earmarking level (e.g. situation or operation level)

          

          
            Within 48 hours:
          

          
            	Reviewing tighter earmarking and reporting requirements for specific donor proposals

            	Reviewing a “case for support” (generic proposal), to be used as a narrative document for private sector donors

          

          
            48 hours onwards
          

          
            	Potential online briefings for existing and prospective donors

            	Multimedia content demonstrating the impact of UNHCR’s assistance. Ideally this should be updated as often as possible (eg every couple of days at the start of an emergency)

          

          Content at key milestones such as 1, 3 and 6 months after the emergency breaks

          
            Multimedia content for fundraising
          

          Compelling, engaging content – photos, short stories, quotes and videos – from the field is vital in engaging individuals, major donors, corporates and foundations to donate to UNHCR, and to ensure they receive information about the impact their donation has made. There are two main types of content most useful for fundraising in emergencies: 1) needs-based content, 2) impact-based content.

          In emergencies, needs-based content – showing the humanitarian situation on the ground and sharing voices of people affected – is required very quickly after the emergency breaks. This helps to illustrate the situation and appeal for donations as quickly as possible.

          Impact-based content is important to show donors what their donations are or will be used for. This kind of content should show UNHCR on the ground, such as staff interacting with affected people and (UNHCR-branded) assistance being delivered. Visually showing the diversity of our staff, with messages in different languages and from people of different nationalities, is important in appealing to donors globally.

          It is important to note that any forcibly displaced person that is photographed or filmed must sign a consent form to ensure that this content is captured in line with UNHCR’s ethical communications framework. For children, please get consent from parents/guardians - otherwise, UNHCR cannot use the content for fundraising.

          For more detailed information on gathering strong content, please refer to the Multimedia content gathering chapter Multimedia content gathering | UNHCR.

          
            Receiving goods or services
          

          If you are offered goods, services or staff free of charge (in-kind) from private sector donors, assess whether the items in question meet global UNHCR criteria and your operational needs. If the operation decides it would benefit from the in-kind offered, please contact privatesectorpartnership@unhcr.org before agreeing to the offer.

          Similarly, you may decide that you would like to receive certain goods or services that can be sourced in-kind from UNHCR’s pool of donors. You can contact the above email address to share your specific needs (goods and services), requirements and expectation on timelines.

          
            Contact with donors
          

          Private sector donors may approach UNHCR in the field during an emergency. Should you be contacted by a donor with an offer of support, you may redirect this offer to your Regional Bureau, who can help to channel it to the correct PSP stakeholder who can manage the process of negotiating support on your behalf or to the GIK team in case of an in-kind offer. Similarly, if an operation would like to develop a relationship locally with a potential private sector donor, PSP can advise and assist you in grant applications, proposals, partnership MOUs and other steps to negotiate and manage high-value donations from the private sector. 

          
            Due diligence
          

          All UNHCR’s engagement with the Private Sector must be thoroughly vetted to ensure the selection of optimal partners and optimal partnerships with the objective to protect UNHCR’s reputation, and more importantly, to leverage the Private Sector Partnerships on behalf of refugees and displaced people around the world. Any private sector entity wishing to donate to or partner with UNHCR must be approved via the Due Diligence process.

          
            	UNHCR cannot partner with any entity or individual violating the exclusionary criteria mentioned below. Manufacture tobacco or armaments.

            	Have been associated with child labour.

            	Have caused human displacement (IDPs or refugees).

            	Have been found guilty of corruption or criminal activity.

            	Have been guilty of, or complicit with, violations of human rights.

          

          Even in emergencies, the two phases of due diligence must be carried out. Partnership proposal review and approval by senior leadership are always required for such engagement, as indicated in UNHCR’s AI for Due Diligence for Private Sector Engagement.

          Please refer to the AI on Private Sector Due Diligence: DD Policy (AI-2019-10). More information on Due Diligence can be found on Sharepoint: Home. Please reach out to your regional Due Diligence focal point for any questions. Your focal point can be found here.

        

      

      
        Policies, Guidelines and Useful Links

        
          
            
              
                
          
      

              

              
                
          
      

              

              
                
          
      

              

            

          

        

      

      
        Links

        
          Gift-In-Kind Manual for Recipient Offices-2021-Interactive
          Consent forms for content gathering
          OG on Managing Cash Contributions from Private Partnerships and Philanthropy (P…
          Global benefits matrix for UNHCR engagement with private sector partners (Share…
          UNHCR/HCP/2023/04 Policy on Accepting and Formalizing Donor Contributions, incl…
        

      

      
        Main contacts

        
          
            
              privatesectorpartnership@unhcr.org
            
          

        

      

    

  
    Multimedia content gathering

    
      05 March 2025

      
        Key points

        
          	
      Take photos and short videos to document what you see. A small glimpse of your daily reality can help audiences around the world to care about the people you serve

          	
      If you don't have time or capacity to write a full web story, gather a selection of strong quotes from one or more characters together with background information (name, age, country/city of origin, family composition) and descriptive detail such as people’s appearance or manner, what you can see or hear around you. The GCS Multimedia content section can help write up the story

          	
      Focus on an individual or a family and share their story. Consider the protection and security of those you interview or film. Respect their dignity and seek their consent. Do not disclose details that might put them at risk. Explain that the image(s) or story could be seen all over the world on the internet, television, radio, etc. Discuss whether to change names or other details to ensure their protection

          	
      Under the Ethical Communications Guidelines, images without consent cannot be used, in particular for fundraising purposes

          	
      The GCS Multimedia content section will provide support, clarification and tools

          	
      Think of the audience. Ask yourself: why will a reader or viewer living far away find this story interesting? Explain unfamiliar details and avoid jargon

          	
      Use social media to share up-to-the-minute content in real time

          	
      Share your content with the Multimedia Content Section, which can help edit and distribute it to a wider audience

        

      

      
        Overview

        
          Content gathering, including video, photo and human-interest stories, is key to ensuring media coverage and financial support.

          As such, any communication staff’s TOR identified at the onset of an emergency should include content gathering as part of the assignment.

          Content, including photo and video of the affected areas and population as well as quotes from affected individuals, should be gathered within the first 48h and delivered to the GCS Multimedia content section for global distribution.

          The term ‘content' refers to all the editorial material that we publish on our websites, post to social media platforms, or share with external media partners, sister agencies, and potential and existing donors.

Obtaining good content is especially important when major conflicts or natural disasters erupt. Their impact on civilians is often eclipsed by political and military issues, but strong, timely content helps UNHCR to humanize a distant conflict and call attention to the plight of civilians in need of protection and life-saving assistance. Content enables us to raise awareness of the rights and needs of the people we serve, advocate for open borders, humanitarian access and other favourable policies, and mobilize much-needed donor support.

          GCS Multimedia content section colleagues will provide guidance and support, including content briefs, scripts for pieces to camera (PTC) and help drafting or editing web stories.

The Global Communications Service often deploys multimedia content staff to capture stories about individuals and families displaced from their homes, but field staff make a vital contribution, especially in the first hours and days of an emergency when access may be challenging and media corps are not on the ground, ensuring that resource mobilization efforts can be launched and media interest engaged.

        

      

      
        Main guidance

        
          
            Underlying policies, principles and/or standards
          

          
            	Please read and adhere to UNHCR's Ethical Communications Guidelines. Please see UNHCR internal link here.

            	When we share up-to-the-minute content, it helps UNHCR to lead the narrative by showing that we are on the ground, well-informed, and ready to engage with journalists.

            	Content about an emergency can help generate empathy in ways that advance UNHCR's advocacy and fundraising objectives.

            	Protection is paramount. Never share content that puts someone at risk.

          

          
            Good practice recommendations
          

          Focus on individuals. Stories and images that focus on an individual are almost always more engaging and memorable than general stories or images of a crowd. Find a sympathetic individual who can articulate his or her experience. Ask what life was like before he or she was displaced. Look for ways in which people exhibit resilience, and ways in which host communities are showing generosity. Look for the unexpected – details or themes that add an element of surprise to the story. Transcribe spoken quotes word-for-word (record them on your phone if possible) - do not embellish or change them. When writing stories, vary the length of your sentences, avoid jargon, and omit unnecessary words. Start at a dramatic moment to hook the reader's interest and fill in context and backstory as you go along.

          Consider these examples from UNHCR stories

          
            https://www.unhcr.org/news/stories/ukrainian-family-confronts-new-reality-life-refugees
          

          
            https://www.unhcr.org/news/stories/south-sudanese-battle-record-floods-amid-rapidly-changing-climate
          

          
Photographs. When taking photos, try to establish eye contact with the subject. Collect detailed captions with names, ages and direct quotes. If possible, take pictures in the early morning or early evening, when the light is often best. Take many photos and choose the best ones later. Take some in portrait format (vertical), which works well for report covers and social media, but take most in landscape (horizontal) because they fit most of our other online platforms better. Rather than put the subject in the centre of the frame, consider the rule of thirds. (Please see the second photo below.)

Sometimes, nevertheless, images of a crowd can powerfully capture a newsworthy situation – like the below iconic photo of Syrian refugees crossing into Iraq (please see the third photo below).

Video. When shooting video with a smartphone:

          
            	Hold your phone parallel to the landscape (think of a wide movie screen) so that we can distribute your footage to broadcasters. If possible, additionally shoot clips in vertical for social media.

            	Keep it still (try to brace against a stationary object, like a tree or vehicle).

            	Try to capture a sequence, three related shots that give continuity or compress time. This could be a wide, medium and close-up shot of the same subject, or the beginning, middle and end of an action (putting a kettle on to boil, pouring hot water over the tea leaves, pouring a cup for a visitor).

            	Hold each shot for about 10 seconds.

            	Do not pan (move from side to side), do not tilt (move up and down), do not zoom.

            	Let the action move through the frame, rather than follow it with your camera.

            	If someone is speaking, get as close as possible and try to minimize wind noise. Better still, use a lav mic.
 

          

          See samples below –
Share photos, videos and written quotes or stories with the Global Communications Service. You can send large video files with shortlists to http://www.wetransfer.com and upload photographs directly to Refugees Media, UNHCR's searchable online distribution platform, at: http://media.unhcr.org .

           

          
            
              [image: [image: in-medias-res.png]]
            

            
              [image: in-medias-res.png]

            

          

           

          
            
              [image: [image: rule-of-two-thirds.png]]
            

            
              [image: rule-of-two-thirds.png]

            

          

           

          
            
              [image: [image: iraq-bridge-gubaeva.jpg]]
            

            
              [image: iraq-bridge-gubaeva.jpg]

            

          

           

          
            Considerations for practical implementation
          

          
            	Capture the moment when they realized they had to flee. What went through their minds?

            	Describe their flight to safety, their current situation and needs, and their hopes and plans.

            	Ask what the subjects' lives were like before they were displaced.

            	Record interviews. Quote the interviewee directly. Let the reader hear his or her exact words.

            	When writing, start at the most dramatic point in the story and add context and backstory as you go along.

          

          
            Resources and partnerships
          

          
            	Key staff, including communicators working in emergency operations, should be issued smartphones, so that they can create content themselves and share it quickly on social media and with the Global Communications Service.

          

        

      

      
        Learning and field practices

        
          
            
              
                
                  
                    Filmed in camera
                  

                

              

              
                
                  
                    Filmed on Iphone
                  

                

              

            

          

        

      

      
        Links

        
          Refugees Media
          UNHCR Official Website
          UNHCR on Youtube 
          UNHCR on X
          UNHCR on Facebook
          UNHCR on Instagram
          UNHCR on Threads
          UNHCR on LinkedIn
          UNHCR on TikTok
        

      

      
        Main contacts

        
          The Social Media Section in the Global Communications Service at Headquarters: socialmedia@unhcr.org

          The Multimedia Content Section in the Global Communications Service at Headquarters
Carlotta Sami, Chief of Section, sami@unhcr.org

           

        

      

    

  
    Humanitarian pooled funds

    
      14 November 2024

      
        Key points

        
          	
      Humanitarian pooled funds include CERF, Country-Based Pooled Funds, Education Cannot Wait and other funds. They can provide extremely quick funding, very soon after an emergency starts, and allow for an OL increase.

          	
      Funding from the CERF “Rapid Response” mechanism can be requested by any UN Agency, at any time, upon a new emergency, or the deterioration of an existing one. Contact your Resident/Humanitarian coordinator to initiate this process. For new displacement or refugee crises, UNHCR will be expected to do so. Please be proactive!

          	
      The Resident/Humanitarian Coordinator usually decides how funding from pooled funds is distributed between humanitarian actors. Treat your RC/HC like a donor; proactively meet with them, and make the case for UNHCR’s financial needs.

          	
      The distribution of funding from pooled funds is also discussed during HCTs and UNCTs. Make sure UNHCR attends every time, at the highest level possible, as this can lead to funding opportunities. When attending, prepare to advocate for UNHCR to receive funds!




          	
      Sometimes, especially in emergencies, pooled funds are allocated very quickly, without all partners being consulted. Please proactively ask OCHA, the RCO, other UN agencies, or your Cluster colleagues about any funding discussions taking place. Ask for UNHCR to be formally consulted, and for our priorities to be included in the funding allocation.

        

      

      
        Overview

        
          The following three main Humanitarian Pooled Funds enable organizations to respond rapidly to new emergencies.

          The Central Emergency Response Fund (CERF) is a global emergency fund, managed by the Emergency Relief Coordinator (ERC) and a secretariat based in OCHA in New York. It is available to UN agencies only. CERF “Rapid Response” funding can be requested at any time, when a new emergency occurs, or an existing crisis deteriorates. Funds should be requested as soon as possible after the start of an emergency.

          Country-Based Pooled Funds (CBPFs) exist in some 20 countries where recurring emergencies have been identified. They are managed by OCHA, under the leadership of the Resident/Humanitarian Coordinator (RC/HC). “Reserve Allocations” and “48h Response” allocations are quickly made available to UN Agencies and NGOs during emergencies.

          Education Cannot Wait (ECW) is the UN’s global fund for education, administered by UNICEF. Its “First Emergency Response” window provides immediate education, child protection and GBV support in emergencies, and should be requested via the Education Sector, Cluster or Working Group.

        

      

      
        Relevance for emergency operations

        
          Knowing how to tap into humanitarian pooled funds can provide access to very quick funding, almost as soon as an emergency hits. Funding is often disbursed much quicker than with Government or other donors.

          Requesting pooled funding is an interagency process, which we recommend Representatives, External/Donor Relations, Interagency and Cluster colleagues familiarize themselves with. Such funds help UNHCR kick-start its life-saving efforts, and often help catalyze further funding from other donors.

        

      

      
        Main guidance

        
          When an emergency hits, remember to mobilize External/Donor Relations colleagues as soon as possible, so that they can help tap into emergency funding like CERF, Country-Based Pooled Funds and Education Cannot Wait. Here is how.

          
            CERF
          

          For CERF, Rapid Response (RR) grants can be requested by any UN Agency, upon sudden-onset emergencies and rapidly deteriorating existing ones. Requests must be made as early as possible, via the Resident/Humanitarian Coordinator (RC/HC), once a crisis occurs or deteriorates. There are no calls for proposals; UN agencies should be proactive. The External/Donor Relations team should organize a call or draft an email from the Representative to the RC/HC, requesting CERF support. The RC/HC will then share requests to CERF.

          Note: Please share your requests with DRRM too, who will pass them on to CERF at HQ level, in case the RC/HC takes too long to react. Time is of the essence.

          Once a Rapid Response request is accepted by CERF, a funding envelope is made available. The RC/HC then decides which UN agencies receive how much, based on consultations that usually take place at UNCTs. Make sure to attend all UN/HCTs, preferably at Representative level, to make the case for UNHCR. As a default, UNHCR usually aims for some 20% of CERF allocations. For refugee situations, this percentage could be significantly higher.

          Note: Please also regularly share updates on UNHCR’s activities with your RC/HC, as you would with a donor. Make sure UNHCR’s activities are reflected in HRPs and interagency appeals, as these are used as a reference to distribute CERF funds.

          Once the distribution of funds is agreed upon by the RC/HC and by CERF, each UN agency involved will be asked to send their individual proposal to CERF, via the online OneGMS platform. Make sure External/Donor Relations colleagues have access to this platform, so that they can submit the proposal. Projects must be strictly lifesaving and implemented within six months. Please find here CERF’s life-saving criteria and examples of activities. No-Cost Extensions are strongly discouraged. Please seek DRRM’s guidance when drafting proposals.

          
            Country-Based Pooled Funds
          

          Country-Based Pooled Funds (CBPFs) exist in around 15 specific countries where emergencies are recurring. CBPFs can provide “Reserve Allocations” to UN agencies, NGOs, and other humanitarian partners, when an emergency takes place.  Projects must be implemented within 12 months.

          Reserve Allocations can only be applied to upon invitation. When an emergency occurs, the Humanitarian Coordinator, OCHA, Clusters and other coordination platforms consult with each other, and devise a “Reserve Allocation Strategy”, in which they decide which partners should get funded. Hence, UNHCR should participate in all UN/HCTs, and regularly exchange with the Humanitarian Coordinator, to ensure we are considered in such discussions.

          When selected, organizations should submit their proposal online via the OneGMS platform, usually with a strict deadline. Please ensure that relevant External/Donor Relations colleagues have access to the platform, to submit proposals. Please also seek DRRM’s guidance when drafting proposals.

          
            Education Cannot Wait
          

          Education Cannot Wait’s First Emergency Response (FER) window responds to the most immediate and urgent education needs as a crisis suddenly occurs or escalates.  Education Cannot Wait will typically inform a country, through its Education Sector, Cluster or Working Group, of its eligibility for a First Emergency Response. Applications should then be made through the Education Sector, Cluster or Working Group. As such, UNHCR Education colleagues will usually be the first to know and may draft proposals. External/Donor Relations colleagues should also be involved, to ensure quality proposals and effective fundraising. Funding is accessible to UN agencies and NGOs. Projects must be implemented within 12 months. Proposals can be joint or individual.

        

      

      
        Post emergency phase

        
          While the funding mechanisms described above specifically apply to emergency situations, longer-term funding is also available from these three sources (CERF, Country-Based Pooled Funds, and Education Cannot Wait).

          CERF also has a funding window for Underfunded Emergencies. It is a twice-yearly voting process, initiated at HQ level and with various UN agencies casting their votes. Protracted, underfunded emergencies may be eligible. UNHCR DRRM will reach out to Regional Bureaux to seek guidance on which operations to recommend to CERF. Your Regional Bureau may reach out to you at this stage: this is a chance to advocate for your operation. If selected, Underfunded Emergencies projects must be implemented within 12 months.

          CBPF also has Standard Allocations, which are allocated 2-3 times per year, for up to 24 months. They fund activities laid out in the Humanitarian Response Plan, as prioritized in the RC/HC’s “Vision Paper” for the country’s fund. As such, it is key to include all UNHCR activities in the HRP. Sustained engagement with the RC/HC, the Head of OCHA and at the UN(H)CT level throughout the year is equally key, along with UNHCR representation at the CBPF Advisory Board, to ensure adequate advocacy space for refugee needs, even after the height of an emergency. The Advisory Board membership is in principle rotational, but in practice rarely so. Do not give up on your seat easily, as other agencies won’t!

          Education Cannot Wait also funds Multi-Year Resilience Programmes (MYRPs) over periods of 3 years, to invest in education in countries affected by conflict and protracted crises. The MYRP window supports more collaborative education responses, shifting the focus to joint analysis, multi-year planning and joint programming. It is geared towards bringing in long-term predictable financing and, thereby, bridging relief efforts to development interventions. Sustained engagement with the Education Sector/Cluster, including via UNHCR’s education colleagues, is key to stay abreast of funding opportunities from Education Cannot Wait.

        

      

      
        How to secure emergency funding from Pooled Funds

        
          
            Establish good bilateral relations with the RC/HC who, with the support of the Head of OCHA, is the final decision maker on pooled funds allocations.

          

          
            Establish good relations with relevant Clusters/Working Groups (especially Education for Education Cannot Wait funding), for the same reasons as above.

          

          
            Participate in all UNCT and HCT meetings to ensure forced displacement issues are prioritized for funding allocations.

          

          
            Lead on the submission of funding requests, in case of a refugee emergency.

          

          
            When submitting proposals, use the designated templates, but describe activities at a more general level. Avoid very detailed descriptions of activities or costs, because it may subsequently complicate resource allocation and reporting.

          

          
            Use in-house support available: DRRM can advise and review project proposals.

          

          
            Do not sign a donor agreement without prior DRRM clearance, as per UNHCR’s Administrative Instructions on the Resource Allocation Framework, available on the Intranet. The Head of DRRM usually signs new contribution agreements.

          

        

      

      
        Standards

        
          
            
              Please keep indicators to a minimum in your proposals to CERF, Country-Based Pooled Funds or Education Cannot Wait; for example, 1 or 2 per sector. This will later lighten the reporting load, or lower the chances of having to ask for a project amendment.

              CERF has a list of Standard Indicators in English or French, which should be used as much as possible in CERF proposals.  If you cannot find a standard indicator that fits your needs, you can also write your own where necessary.

              Education Cannot Wait also has a list of indicators specifically for Mental Health and Psychosocial Support (MHPSS), in case you are proposing such activities.

            

          

        

      

      
        Learning and field practices

        
          
            
              CERF

            

            
              
                
                  
                    CERF Overview and Resources for Partners
                  

                

              

              
                
                  
                    CERF Rapid Response
                  

                

              

              
                
                  
                    CERF Underfunded Emergencies
                  

                

              

              
                
                  
                    CERF Anticipatory Action
                  

                

              

              
                
                  
                    CERF Guidance and Templates
                  

                

              

              
                
                  
                    CERF Allocation Data
                  

                

              

            

          

          
            
              CBPFs

            

            
              
                
                  
                    CBPF Global Guidelines
                  

                

              

              
                
                  
                    Grant Management System (OneGMS)
                  

                

              

              
                
                  
                    CBPF Data Hub
                  

                

              

            

          

          
            
              Education Cannot Wait

            

            
              
                
                  
                    Grants Management Handbook
                  

                

              

              
                
                  
                    Information for Grantees
                  

                

              

            

          

        

      

      
        Links

        
          Central Emergency Response Fund (CERF) 
          OCHA Country-Based Pooled Funds
          Education Cannot Wait (ECW)
        

      

      
        Main contacts

        
          Donor Relations and Resource Mobilization Service, (DRRM) - Humanitarian Financing and Field Support (HFFS) Section

        

      

    

  
    Humanitarian Needs and Response Plans (HNRPs) and Flash Appeals (FAs)

    
      26 August 2025

      
        Key points

        
          	
      In the Humanitarian Programme Cycle (HPC), Humanitarian Needs and Response Plans (HNRPs) and Flash Appeals (FAs) are the primary tools for jointly setting strategy, planning operations, managing the response, fundraising and advocating during complex emergencies that involve internal displacement and other people in need of humanitarian assistance. Read the IASC Reference Module on implementation of the HPC.




          	
      UNHCR is active in inter-agency response planning processes, including HNRPs and FAs, participates in Humanitarian Country Teams (HCTs), and carries out its responsibilities for refugee leadership and cluster coordination. 

          	
      Mixed situations: If a refugee influx requiring an inter-agency response occurs in a country that has an HNRP and related coordination structures, a high-level summary of the Refugee Response Plan (RRP), including resource requirements, is inserted as a separate refugee chapter when the HNRP is updated. All activities that involve refugees or affected host communities should be included in the refugee response chapter (not under cluster plans). No refugee chapter is required where UNHCR is the only agency responding to refugee needs.

          	
      In refugee responses, there should be only one multi-sector UNHCR project. In cluster responses, UNHCR should create one project per cluster. 

        

      

      
        Overview

        
          
            This entry needs to be read in conjunction with the entries on the 
            
              Cluster Approach
            
            , the 
            
              Humanitarian Programme Cycle
            
             and the 
            
              International Coordination Architecture 
            
            as well as the 
            
              MIRA
            
            ; please also refer to the entries on 
            
              pooled funding
            
             and 
            
              CERF
            
            .
          

          In the Humanitarian Programme Cycle (HPC), FAs and HNRPs are the primary tools for jointly setting strategy, planning operations, managing the response, fundraising and advocating during complex emergencies that involve internal displacement or natural disasters.
 
A Flash Appeal is prepared and issued within five days after a sudden onset emergency or, during a protracted or slow onset crisis, when the Humanitarian Coordinator (HC) and Humanitarian Country Team (HCT) decide that it is necessary to respond to a significant and unforeseen increase in need or change in context; the emphasis is on quick action.

A Humanitarian Needs and Response Plan is prepared within 30 days of the issue of an FA if a longer response beyond the initial activation period of six months is required. Based on an updated needs analysis, it sets the direction of the response, identifies funding requirements, establishes a framework for humanitarian action, and determines how the results of the HNRP will be monitored.

        

      

      
        Main guidance

        
          Humanitarian planning processes are led and coordinated by the Humanitarian Coordinator (HC) or Resident Coordinator (RC) and the HCT. As requested by the HCT, after approval by IASC Principals, UNHCR will fulfil its lead role in the clusters for Protection, Camp Coordination and Camp Management (CCCM), and Shelter. Tools on the Humanitarian Programme Cycle are offered here (OCHA Knowledge Management Platform).

          Inter-agency response plans describe the needs that have been identified in a given emergency, as well as planned actions and costs. This information is important for operational planning and coordination and for raising funds. For each response, HCs and HCTs formulate HNRP country strategies with input from humanitarian partners, including cluster coordinators and relevant government authorities. A country strategy sets out the strategic objectives of a response and explains how the humanitarian community will meet these.

          A cluster plan sets out the cluster's intervention strategy in support of the HNRP's strategic objectives as well as cluster-level objectives, planned outputs and targets. Cluster plans also describe who will carry out which elements of the operational response.
 

          The Financial Tracking Service (FTS) managed by OCHA is an online database that tracks donations to established humanitarian plans (usually FAs and HNRPs). The goal of the FTS is to improve resource allocation decisions and advocacy by indicating what proportion of people receive humanitarian aid during crises and to what extent their needs are met. UNHCR HQ (DER/DRRM) reports regularly to the FTS on funding that UNHCR receives for FAs and HNRPs.

          Note. If a refugee influx occurs in a country with an HNRP and related coordination structures, a high-level summary of the Refugee Response Plan (RRP), including related resource requirements, is inserted as a separate refugee chapter when the HNRP is updated. The information in this chapter should match the information contained in the UNHCR-coordinated country RRP. A refugee chapter should only be included in HNRPs when there is an inter-agency response to refugees, but not where UNHCR is the only agency responding to refugee needs.

          Note. In refugee situations the Refugee Coordination Model (RCM) applies. In some contexts, UNCHR leads Country and Regional Refugee Response Plans (RRP). In ‘mixed situations', where internally displaced people (IDPs) and refugee operations occur side by side, the Joint UNHCR-OCHA Note on Mixed Situations; Coordination in Practice sets out the respective accountabilities, roles and responsibilities of the UNHCR representative and the HC, ensuring that coordination is streamlined, complementary and mutually reinforcing.

Flash Appeals (FAs)
FAs outline the immediate direction and coordination set-up of an inter-agency response to a new emergency to influence programming and funding decisions. Issued within five days, they can, where required, provide the foundation for the more detailed HNRP.
A Flash Appeal sets out:

          
            	Strategic objectives.

            	The context of the emergency.

            	International response efforts and how they link to government actions.

            	The coordination architecture of the response, showing how organisations, agencies and donors will cooperate with national authorities to achieve the response's objectives.

            	Gaps in coverage or capacity that need to be filled.

            	Cluster activities and costs.

            	A first estimate of the overall funding requirements.

          

          Humanitarian Needs and Response Plans (HNRP)
HNRPs provide an overview of the humanitarian needs and set out the overall collectively agreed direction of a response and identify its funding requirements. HNRPs use humanitarian needs assessments to provide an evidence-base to plan, analyze the scale of the crisis and identify the most pressing humanitarian needs. These needs inform the HNRP's strategic objectives. The objectives guide the development of cluster plans.
 

          HNRPs have three components:

          
            	An overview of the comprehensive humanitarian needs as identified through joint needs assessment exercises and analysis.

            	A country strategy, consisting of a narrative, strategic objectives, and indicator, formulated by the HC and HCT, based on broad consultations.

            	Cluster plans, consisting of objectives, activities and accompanying projects that describe how the strategy will be implemented and its cost.

          

          HNRP requirements/budgets may be defined and assessed in two ways:

          
            	Each agency/partner creates projects in OCHA's Projects Module﻿.

            	Cluster lead agencies identify the requirements of their clusters, negotiate costs with all cluster members, then present a joint cluster statement of requirements/budget.

          

          
            Role of response stakeholders
          

          
            Humanitarian Coordinator (HC)
          

          The HC leads humanitarian coordination in complex emergencies and disasters and facilitates the following collective outputs:

          
            	A shared situational analysis.

            	A shared overview of the comprehensive humanitarian needs.

            	A common vision and strategic plan for the humanitarian response.

            	Common advocacy messages.

            	System-wide resource mobilization and allocation of pooled funds.

          

          
            OCHA
          

          
            	Assists the Humanitarian Coordinator in managing the overall planning process.

            	Coordinates the preparation of agreed planning figures that underpin the strategy development.

            	Facilitates the development or revision of a strategy and its subsequent monitoring. OCHA also leads the strategy's preparation, including the development of a timetable and organization of a workshop or meeting(s) of the HCT.

            	Assists clusters as needed to identify cluster objectives and activities (and accompanying projects) and ensure they are in line with the strategic objectives.

            	Finalizes the HNRP (country strategy and cluster plans) in coordination with agencies and clusters, and submits it to the HC and HCT for approval.

            	Conveys funding information from donors or agencies to the FTS.

            	Keeps a complete and up-to-date 3W or 4W database ('who does what where when'), to assess coverage and identify gaps and overlap.

          

          
            Cluster coordinators
          

          
            	Participate in establishing a process for completing the HNRP (review guidance, adapt templates, agree timelines, etc.).

            	Work with cluster partners and other humanitarian actors on the strategic objectives and cluster plan, including all partners.

            	Provide inputs to the HCT on the country strategy, as needed, and review the overall FA/HNRP as required.

            	Draft cluster objectives and define activities the cluster must fulfil to meet the strategic objectives.

            	Ensure protection and cross-cluster collaboration remain central.

            	Take into account coverage by the government and other actors who are not part of the plan, in order to organize activities (and related projects) in the most efficient way to meet response priorities.

            	Prepare an internal division of labour for the cluster, oversee a peer review process for selecting and prioritizing projects, and assist the HC in reviewing and endorsing projects.

            	Keep a complete and up-to-date 3W or 4W database ('who does what where and when') for the cluster to assess coverage and identify gaps and overlaps.

          

          
            UN agencies, non-governmental organizations (NGOs), other partners
          

          
            	Through the HCT and through clusters, contribute to development of the response plan, based on information available in the country, shared analysis, and planned actions.

            	Influence the strategy-setting process and contribute to response planning.

            	Include programmes and projects in the FA and HNRP, as appropriate.

          

          
            
              UNHCR's role and accountabilities
            
          

          Whenever UNHCR leads or co-leads the Protection, Shelter and/or CCCM clusters, UNHCR offices actively engage in inter-agency planning processes as outlined in IASC guidance.

In refugee emergencies, UNHCR always leads the inter-agency process to plan the response and set the strategy, in line with the Refugee Coordination Model (RCM). In mixed situations, a separate refugee chapter is included in the FA or HNRP; this chapter should match information in the country RRP.

The HNRP does not replace or duplicate planning by UNHCR or other agencies of country emergency operations. It is a complementary planning process, undertaken in association with partners and stakeholders and takes place alongside UNHCR's own internal emergency planning process.

In FAs and HNRPs, UNHCR:

          
            	Leads the Protection, CCCM, and Shelter clusters, as required by the cluster activation in each situation.

            	Ensures that protection underpins the planning process in clusters it leads, and encourages other clusters to make protection central (Centrality of Protection).

            	Inserts activities and budgets in the FA and HNRP, either by creating agency-specific project sheets in OCHA's Project Module﻿, or by including UNHCR's requirements in the budgets and activities of clusters/sectors.

            	Sets up planning and monitoring frameworks for clusters and chapters within the HNRP led by UNHCR through the Response Planning and Monitoring module (RPM). UNHCR also reports against the indicators and targets set up at the beginning of the year on behalf of the cluster/sector.

            	Ensures that the FA takes account of all approved budgets (with the applicable 7% of indirect support costs), including those associated with the OPS, staffing, and the Administrative Budget and Obligation Document ABOD; and that only budgets approved by the ExCom and by Supplementary Budgets (SBs) are included.

            	Places IDP programmes (Pillar IV) under the applicable FA and HNRP sectors/clusters (shelter, protection, etc.). One project sheet should be created for each applicable HNRP sector/cluster.

            	Leads, coordinates preparation of, and submits the separate refugee chapter of the FA and HNRP. This chapter should match information in the RRP. Activities relating to refugees (Pillar I), stateless persons (Pillar II), and reintegration (Pillar III) should be placed only in the refugee response chapter.

          

          Note. A refugee chapter should only be included in the HNRP if there is an inter-agency response to refugees. HNRPs should not include refugees where UNHCR is the only agency responding to refugee needs.

          
            	Ensures that the UNHCR's cluster/sector project sheets contain just two lines that summarize Programme (PG) and Programme Support (PS) costs. The budget of the refugee project sheet should contain a breakdown by sector; this should be discussed and confirmed with the HQ Regional Bureau Desk and DER/DRRM.

            	Participates actively in the inter-agency planning process, and provides inputs as required for the strategic planning and narrative elements of the FA and HNRP.

          

          UNHCR country offices should clear narratives and budgets before the end of any field review process with their respective bureaux, the Division of External Relations (DER) and the Donor Relations and the Resource Mobilization Service (DRRM).

        

      

      
        Learning and field practices

        
          
            
              Workday learning

            

            
              
                
                  
                    Coordination in Situations of Internal Displacement
                  

                

              

            

          

        

      

      
        Links

        
          OCHA Services, Humanitarian Programme Cycle: Knowledge Management Platform 
          OCHA Services, Knowledge Management Platform, Facilitation Package, 2026 HPC Pa…
          OCHA Services, ReliefWeb Response
          OCHA Services, Financial Tracking Services, Humanitarian Aid Contributions 
        

      

      
        Main contacts

        
          UNHCR Partnership and Coordination Service: hqng00@unhcr.org  

        

      

    

  
    UNHCR Supplementary Appeals

    
      22 January 2024

      
        Key points

        
          	
      Do release a supplementary appeal only for supplementary budgets, which are issued in relation to new emergencies and approved by the Resource Planning and Management Board (hereinafter ‘the Board’)

          	
      Do issue the supplementary appeal as soon as possible after the Board’s approval, summarizing the emergency; the financial requirements; the population affected; priority needs and activities; coordination arrangements (see below); the timeframe of the appeal; and the implications for people if UNHCR’s strategy is not supported

          	
      Do provide relevant information on the coordination mechanisms in place (UN Country Team, Humanitarian Country Team, RRPs, HRPs, etc.)

          	
      Do make sure that the operational/situation pages of the Global Focus website are up to date

        

      

      
        Overview

        
          A supplementary budget is an internal UNHCR process, in which the Board approves budgetary space for extra funding for operations, usually for new needs beyond the operations plan budget (OP) exceeding US $10 million.

 If a supplementary budget is approved, UNHCR should issue a supplementary appeal to external audiences highlighting the additional needs.

          In times of emergency where a supplementary budget is not requested, UNHCR may still choose to issue an appeal-style document to support advocacy and fundraising.

        

      

      
        Relevance for emergency operations

        
          A supplementary appeal is important to produce for two main purposes:

          
            	Advocacy, with donors in particular, but also with the hosting countries.

            	Fundraising: some of UNHCR’s main donors – most particularly the US – will only release funds for an emergency if there is a supplementary appeal that outlines the needs.

          

        

      

      
        Main guidance

        
          When a regional bureau faces a new or worsening emergency in an operation or operations which generates needs that were not foreseen in the original approved OP budget, and these needs exceed US $10 million, it must make a submission to the Board for increased budget space.

If the Board approves the request in whole or in part and the final approval exceeds US $10 million, a supplementary budget is established.

          The regional bureau should initiate a supplementary appeal, which presents these new needs and how UNHCR plans to address them. Supplementary appeals are prepared for external audiences, including donors and partners, and support advocacy as well as resource mobilization.

          The regional bureau should consult the Emergencies and External Engagement Unit in the Division of External Relations, which will provide advice and support, including language, templates, editing and layout for the supplementary appeal. It is important that the final document respects UNHCR's branding and style guidelines.

          
The Division of Strategic Planning and Results reviews the financial information presented in supplementary appeals to make sure it is consistent with the Board’s decision. This is also coordinated with the regional focal point within the Donor Relations and Resource Mobilization Service.

It is good practice for the regional bureau to start assembling the elements of the appeal document as soon as it is clear that a supplementary appeal will be forthcoming. This can take place at the same time as the supplementary budget request is made to the Board. This means that the document can be largely ready, and cleared for publication, so that the final budget table can be slotted in as soon as it is approved.

          Finalizing the detailed budget is often a cause of holdups, which should be unblocked as quickly as possible. The sooner a supplementary appeal is issued for the emergency, the better for fundraising and advocacy.

          It is important to keep the document:

          
            	short

            	readable

            	time-bound

            	in line with UNHCR’s style and branding

          

          The final supplementary appeal is uploaded to UNHCR's websites (Global Focus, at https://reporting.unhcr.org) and released to other appropriate channels that render it more visible or advance advocacy aims. For instance, donor focal points may circulate the appeal to donors in capitals or missions and it may be linked within press releases and briefing notes for spokespeople to highlight.

          Even if a request for a supplementary budget is rejected, UNHCR should continue to communicate about issues of concern and may wish to otherwise issue an appeal document highlighting the needs and UNHCR’s response, to be communicated in conjunction with efforts on UNHCR websites, social media, press outlets, and other forms of communication. The procedures and templates are broadly similar to those for supplementary appeals.

          Any appeals should be aligned with the RRP or HRP in the countries concerned, should they be launched or revised, and coordinated with DER’s Partnership Coordination Service.

        

      

      
        Checklist

        
          
            Contact DER Emergencies and External Engagement as soon as the supplementary budget looks likely.

          

          
            Begin assembling narrative and data elements of the appeal straight away in coordination with DER (EEE and PCS), ideally at the same time as the supplementary budget is being made to the Board.

          

          
            Aim to be ready to publish as soon as possible after the budget is approved.

          

          
            Ensure the appeal is communicated in other external relations e.g. press releases, social media, donor briefings and circulated internally.

          

        

      

      
        Links

        
          UNHCR’s Brand hub on the Intranet
          UNHCR appeals on Global Focus
        

      

      
        Main contacts

        
          Contact the Emergencies and External Engagement Unit: hqeees@unhcr.org

        

      

    

  
    Data and Information Management

    
      21 August 2025

      
        Key points

        
          	
      IM strategy fosters collaboration across humanitarian agencies and partners and should be developed in consultation with all stakeholders

          	
      The Strategy is a road map which outlines how you plan to collate, collect, and analyze operational data

          	
      Distinguish between the policies and principles that apply for sharing personal vs. non-personal data

          	
      Collect only the required data, collect it once, re-use often, re-use what is available and use everything you collect

          	
      Identify benefits and risks and apply appropriate and feasible mitigation and prevention measures before sharing data

        

      

      
        Overview

        
          Data and Information Management is a critical component of humanitarian response and disaster management. It is the process to gather, store, clean, analyze, share, and use data and information to enable evidence-informed action in a coordinated, systematic, and responsible way. It ensures accountability and enables humanitarian support to reach the people we serve.

          This entry covers refugee emergencies.

        

      

      
        Relevance for emergency operations

        
          The data and IM strategy should be developed during the first six weeks of a refugee emergency and updated depending on needs.

          Data collection in emergencies must adhere to ethical principles, including obtaining informed consent, protecting the privacy and dignity of individuals, and ensuring data security.

          Information on the Operational Data Portal is publicly available. This means that it is available to everyone on the Internet, not only humanitarian actors. It is therefore vital to ensure that information and data are of good quality and have been cleared for dissemination.

        

      

      
        Main guidance

        
          
            	
              Information and Data Management Strategy
            

          

          An information and data management strategy defines the purposes, outputs, time frames and responsibilities for all operational information systems in an emergency. The information and data management strategy will provide a broad overview of how information systems relate to one another, and which organizations are stakeholders in which systems, allowing the Information Management Team to better coordinate information. The strategy will also help identify whether there are information gaps and duplications or redundancies between systems. 

          To develop an information/data management strategy, one needs to answer the following questions:

          
            	What are the information gaps?

            	What types of analysis products are needed? e.g. Comprehensive Overview of the Response to Emergencies (CORE)

            	What is the geographic coverage of the system?

            	Who are the focal points responsible for implementing each activity, tool, or process?

            	What methods should be used to obtain the data?

            	What human resources are required to run the systems?

            	What is the frequency of reporting from each system?

            	When should each system be implemented?

          

          During planning, one needs to consider some of the following factors, which will affect the design of the information and data management systems:

          
            	What is the scale of displacement?

            	Is there secondary displacement?

            	Do we have physical access to the population and the sites?  Security?​

            	What are the IM activities of others (Government, humanitarian, or private actors)?​

            	Is a technical solution and the required data literacy available? ​

            	What is the amount of information already available?

            	What are the information gaps and what types of analysis/reporting products are needed? e.g. CORE

            	What resources (staffing, budget etc.) are required to run the activity?

            	What are the data protection requirements for each activity?

            	What is the data sharing needs for each system?

          

          
            	
              Emergency Data Collection
            

          

          Data collection in emergencies is a critical process that involves systematically gathering information to assess the situation, needs, and vulnerabilities of affected populations during humanitarian crises. The collected data serves as a foundation for informed decision-making, efficient resource allocation, and effective humanitarian response. In humanitarian context, primary data is normally data which has been acquired directly through a registration, profiling or survey/needs assessment exercise (NARE/MIRA).

          Data collection should be guided by specific objectives, which may include determining the scale and scope of the emergency, assessing immediate needs, identifying vulnerable populations, and prioritizing response efforts.

          To collect high-quality data that is relevant to your purposes, follow these four steps.

          
            	Define the aim of your data collection.

            	Choose your data collection method.

            	Plan your data collection procedures.

            	Collect the data.

          

          Before starting any new data collection, it is recommended to always review data that has been collected, collated, and analysed by other agencies, institutions, or bodies (secondary data review). This is known as a secondary data review, and it can provide background about the pre-crisis situation, identify likely issues (vulnerable groups), help to plan primary data collection, provide a baseline for primary data collection results and triangulate primary data.

          Primary data is data collected directly through first-hand experience, for instance using Key Informants, observation, focus group discussions, surveys, pre-screening, group/individual registration or other methods that involve direct contact with the respondents. It is useful to gather the most recent information, triangulate secondary data and fill a gap where secondary data is missing.

          Data responsibility is a key approach to data and information management in all response contexts, including refugee situations. Responsible data management means that personal data and non-personal data is managed in a safe, ethical, and effective way for the operational response, in accordance with established frameworks for personal data protection. It is about principled approaches and ensuring we ‘do no harm’ while maximizing the benefits of data in the response. For more guidance on the principles and actions for data responsibility, see the 2023 IASC Operational Guidance.

          Where data management involves the processing of personal data of refugees, host communities or other forcibly displaced and stateless persons, UNHCR’s data protection and privacy framework known as the General Policy on Personal Data Protection and Privacy (GDPP) applies. For all policies, guidance and tools related to data protection, see the dedicated entry on Data protection and information security. 

          Metadata (data that describes data itself) is an important component of data collection. Metadata allows for identification of the source of the data in the event of queries and can give users interpreting the data an idea of how reliable or current the data. Below are some important pieces of metadata that should be collected and stored:

          
            	data collection date(s)

            	data collection source

            	data provider (if different from source)

            	locations described

            	method of acquisition

            	publication source, if applicable

          

          Below are some of the situations when data collection should be considered: 

          
            	Start of an emergency​

            	Beginning of the programming cycle or when decisions are being made​

            	When something has changed ​

            	When information is out-of-date​

          

          UNHCR Kobo is a data collection platform and suite of tools designed for collecting, managing, and analysing data for assessments and humanitarian projects. It provides features and functionalities that facilitates design, deployment and analysis of surveys and forms in various context. UNHCR’s own instance of Kobo is available at KoboToolbox (unhcr.org) . Kobo has centralized public repository of question blocks and survey templates that are accessible to all registered users on the UNHCR Kobo instance located in the Kobo Library. The templates facilitate process of creating new surveys by re-using questions and forms for various data collection exercises.

          
            	
              Dissemination of Emergency Products
            

          

          Data and information are shared among humanitarian agencies, government entities, and other stakeholders to facilitate coordination and avoid duplication of efforts. Standardized information-sharing protocols should be in place for the data sharing. Prioritizing the establishment of an Information Sharing Protocol (ISP) at the outset of an emergency helps raise awareness of data responsibility and lays the foundation for additional actions at all levels of a response. Data should be shared to:

          
            	avoid duplicative efforts in primary data collection.

            	create a bigger pool of available data for joint analysis, enhanced evidence based understanding, planning, and response.

            	create a bigger pool of actors who can act on the data (who can respond to the issues raised).

            	deliver a quicker and better response, better protection, and solutions outcomes for people we serve.

          

          The Operational Data Portal (ODP) is UNHCR's flagship public website for disseminating detailed datasets and information products on emergencies that are aimed at partners and decision-makers.  Many UNHCR operations already have an Operational Data Portal page, but the speed at which data and information are published there may increase in an emergency.  An emergency may also result in the creation of a new Situation View in the Operational Data Portal.  The ODP is an important resource for internal personnel too to see the latest population figures and other information that has been publicly released.  UNHCR partners are also able to share their documents and activities on the ODP. 

          All information posted on the ODP must go through a defined external clearance process in-country.  The ODP is a high traffic public website, so care and attention to posting only cleared data is important.  Due to the fast changes in an emergency, external clearance procedures should be rapid and priority activities for those involved.

          The former HumanitarianResponse.info platform, now called ReliefWeb Response is a service provided by OCHA, dedicated to support the coordination and information-sharing in natural disaster and internal displacement situations. Depending on the context, ReliefWeb Response might be used in parallel with the Operational Data Portal.

          The Humanitarian Data Exchange (HDX) is an open platform for sharing data. The goal of HDX is to make humanitarian data easy to find and use for analysis. Launched in July 2014, HDX has been accessed by users in over 200 countries and territories. Data shared on HDX must not be personal or sensitive.

        

      

      
        Checklist

        
          
            Ensure information and data are of good quality and are formally cleared for dissemination in the Operational Data Portal

          

          
            Assess data sensitivity in a context for different types of data / datasets to ensure no harm to any person, including the source of the information, or negative impact on organization capacity to carry out its activities or public perceptions of that organization (including reputational damage)

          

          
            Engage affected communities in data collection processes

          

          
            Cross-check information from multiple sources, conduct data audits, and verify data accuracy before posting in the Operation Data Portal

          

        

      

      
        Learning and field practices

        
          
            
              
                
                  
                    Protection Information Management (PIM) Process - PIM Guide
                  

                

              

              
                
                  
                    Kobo Support Page (accessible to UNHCR staff only)
                  

                

              

              
                
                  
                    Operational Data Portal Guide (accessible to UNHCR staff only)
                  

                

              

            

          

        

      

      
        Links

        
          UNHCR Kobo Server
          The Humanitarian Data Exchange (HDX)
          Operational Data Portal
        

      

      
        Main contacts

        
          Information Management: hqim@unhcr.org  

          Kobo Support: kobohq@unhcr.org

          Operational Data Portal Support: webportal@unhcr.org

        

      

    

  
    Emergency Information Management Coordination

    
      02 December 2024

      
        Key points

        
          	
      Information Management (IM) is central to coordination in emergencies

          	
      To be effective, IM activities must be coordinated

          	
      The primary mechanism for coordinating IM activities is an Information Management Working Group (IMWG)

          	
      The Who does, What, Where (3/4/5W) tool is key for supporting coordination in an emergency

        

      

      
        Overview

        
          Information Management (IM) is central to coordination in emergencies. Humanitarian agencies need timely and accurate information to ensure an efficient and effective response. IM helps to determine the number of people in need of assistance and what kind of response is most appropriate, track the assistance provided and highlight and address the gaps. For these reasons, robust and coordinated IM is a required element of every emergency.

        

      

      
        Relevance for emergency operations

        
          Because emergencies create situations of rapid change and fast, large-scale decision-making, rapid cycles of processing data are required when compared with stable situations. Rapidly refreshed strategic information will help establish the scope and scale of the emergency and how the situation is evolving over time.

        

      

      
        IM Coordination mechanisms and tools 

        
          To be effective, IM activities must be coordinated. This ensures that agencies are not wasting time collecting the same information from the same people. It also helps to develop a common understanding between agencies so that there is consistent information and messages about the response. IM activities should never be done in isolation, but rather in a coordinated manner, regardless of the context.

          Emergencies may involve the creation of new coordination mechanisms or the evolution of existing ones, given the arrival of new populations and new partners, or shifts in the government’s role in the response. Emergencies require frequent cycles of fresh information about the activities of organizations, and UNHCR’s coordination mandate requires UNHCR to produce this. New data sources should be considered and leveraged, and coverage with assessments and monitoring systems between organizations should be complementary, not conflicting or redundant.

          The coordination of information management and needs assessments in humanitarian situations is vital for:

          
            	Prompt and predictable responses

            	Evidence-informed decision-making, including for strategic planning. Programme delivery, resource mobilization, advocacy.

            	Making the most effective use of all the information that has been collected and is available in the operational context.

            	Avoiding duplicative data collection exercises that waste time and resources and expose refugees and host communities to unnecessary interactions with enumerators.

            	Maximizing the efficiency of spending on information management to the benefit of the wider response and the impact on refugees and the communities that host them.

          

          
            a) Information Management Working Group
          

          The primary mechanism for coordinating IM activities is an Information Management Working Group (IMWG). This forum is a means for colleagues from different agencies (Government, UN, NGO, Red Cross, etc.) to come together, coordinate their activities, and jointly plan and implement IM activities, and to share data and information products. IMWGs can be found in most humanitarian settings.

          The IMWG will seek to:

          
            	Coordinate Information Management activities, including sharing of IM products and tools (registries, databases, maps, 3/4/5/6Ws, websites, Common Operational Datasets, etc.) and coordinating the development and implementation of IM systems.

            	Establish interagency data interoperability, by ensuring that a core set of information management standards are in place for collecting, storing and sharing data. Interagency data interoperability will ensure that data produced by different organizations can be compiled, compared and triangulated, and responsibly (re)-used by more actors. Prioritizing the establishment of an Information Sharing Protocol (ISP) at the outset of an emergency helps raise awareness of data responsibility and lays the foundation for additional actions at all levels of a response.

            	Support Needs Assessment activities, including supporting and coordinating joint and multi-sectoral assessments and ensuring the responsible sharing of data and information about concluded assessments in order to reduce gaps and overlaps in geographic and thematic coverage.

            	Support Interagency Appeal Monitoring, including by aligning implementation monitoring processes and practices for Refugee Response Plans and Humanitarian Response Plans, etc.

          

          aa) In a refugee situation, the Refugee Coordination Model (RCM) is the coordination mechanism. UNHCR convenes and chairs the Refugee IMWG.

          Additional information can be found in the Refugee Coordination Model toolkit. There is a template for the terms of reference (ToR) for the Refugee IMWG.

          As chair of the RIMWG, UNHCR must identify relevant technical focal points from the partners and participating agencies to participate in the Working Group. UNHCR is responsible for planning and organizing meetings, documenting the meetings, establishing efficient information sharing and data sharing arrangements, establishing joint data standards and inter-agency tools, developing and supporting the release of information products, establishing assessment registries and other databases that facilitate an understanding of the ecosystem and the re-use of information, and ensuring follow up on planned activities. Keeping the RIMWG active and relevant to the objectives of the operation’s multi-year strategy is an important task and vital to ensuring high-quality IM support to refugee responses, including emergencies.

          bb) In an IDP or another context where OCHA is coordinating the response, it is normally they who would convene the IMWG. UNHCR therefore becomes an active participant, normally representing those clusters in which UNHCR is the Cluster Lead Agency. This role requires UNHCR to ensure its IM activities meet its own needs, while also fitting into the larger operation, to the extent possible. Given that UNHCR may lead several clusters, each with IM capacity, it is possible that more than one UNHCR staff member would participate in the IMWG.

          More information on OCHA led IMWGs can be found here.

          Interagency coordination between all agencies at the IMWG is important. In addition to inter- cluster IM coordination, IM officers supporting UNHCR-led clusters are expected to coordinate IM activities WITHIN their respective clusters. More information on the roles and responsibilities of cluster IMOs can be found:

          
            	
              
                Global Protection Clusters
              
            

            	
              
                Global CCCM Cluster
              
            

            	
              
                Global Shelter Cluster
              
            

          

          In an emergency, the IMWG chair will need to pay close attention to new organizations and personnel arriving to support the response and who should be invited to the forum.

          Emergencies tend to generate new places where affected populations move to or from, and these new locations should be assigned a p-code and included in the standard IMWG gazetteer, so that location data remains aligned between responders. A new multi-sectoral needs assessment (possibly to support a new appeal) is also often part of an emergency response and could be coordinated by the IMWG in the absence of an Assessment Working Group. And with the increase in population movements an emergency brings, coordinating population figures in the IMWG is often a standing agenda item.

          
            b) IM Tools
          

          
            1) Who does What Where (3/4/5W)
          

          Coordination requires an understanding of WHO is active in the response, WHAT they are doing, and WHERE they are doing it. The basic tool humanitarians use to collect and share this information is known as a “Who does, What, Where” database, also known as a 3W. Many of these systems collect additional information on WHEN an activity is taking place (4W), as well as for WHOM the interventions are being delivered, i.e., targeted and reached beneficiaries (5W). A 3/4/5W tool is a valuable information management tool for coordination and activity gap analysis.

          An emergency situation will necessitate a rapid shift in response activities that need to be mapped. Many new activities will be planned and some pre-emergency activities might be stopped. The 3/4/5W tools should distinguish between “planned”, “implemented” and “completed” activities. Because sometimes many “planned” activities at the start of an emergency may not receive enough funding or face security or practical challenges that prevent them from starting. Management may decide in some situations to publish the activities that are actually being implemented or that have funding confirmed.

          These types of 3W tools can be implemented in a variety of ways, from a simple Excel table, to a more complicated database using tools such as ActivityInfo. Whatever the approach, it is important to facilitate reporting for partners (e.g., by avoiding approaches that require them to resubmit data that should already be documented) and to establish a clear process flow, with timelines and roles. An SOP document, however short, is often helpful to create predictability around the production of 3Ws and information products that rely on that data.

          Typically, a simple solution (.xlsx or Google sheet) is used in the first weeks of an emergency. The sensitivity of the data allowing, flexibility is required since it may not yet be known who is involved in the response, the exact locations where the response is happening, and the type of activities underway. It is not possible to impose the ‘controlled vocabularies’ of a data collection form if the acceptable answers are not yet known. Once a response is more stable, it is better to set up a data collection solution that standardizes information and its collection process. For example, early versions of a 3W can allow a free text answer for WHAT a humanitarian agency is doing. Later versions may restrict this to a dropdown-menu with a list of activities included as part of the HRP or RRP.

          An information management officer may lead this process, with support and collaboration from programme, protection and sector leads, the external relations officer, and senior managers.

          The 3/4/5W is an essential aspect of coordination. It should be an output of the Information Management Working Group (see above). The IMWG should design the tool, including which information is being collected, the frequency of reporting, and process flow, e.g., who should report to whom, etc. All organizations active in the response should be encouraged to contribute to the 3Ws including UN agencies, the Red Cross/Crescent, international and national NGOs, and the government.

          
            
              The 3W has several objectives:
            
          

          
            	Map and define operational presence. It should answer the question, “I am planning to work on shelter in XXX location, who should I contact to ensure effective coordination?”, or “What is our response in community-based protection?”.

            	Ensure visibility for the humanitarian response. Anyone interested should be able to quickly see an overview of what humanitarian partners are doing for and on behalf of the people we serve, with the money entrusted to us by donors. For this reason, activities in a 3Ws should focus on relief goods and services that materially improve the lives of refugees. Planning, monitoring and reporting activities like meetings should not be included as these are not of an operational nature, I.e., they are not part of the refugee- facing operational response.

            	Ensure accountability, particularly with the Government. UNHCR and the RCM work in support the Government, which has the primary responsibility in protecting refugees and asylum-seekers who have arrived in their country. At a minimum, the RCM should always be able to explain and show to the government which actors are involved in the response (both international and national), where they are working, and what they are doing.

          

          Since emergencies can vary from context to context, there is no standard 3/4/5W template that operations must use. Any solution which meets the objectives above will work, as long as the necessary measures are taken to manage data sensitivities. If OCHA is coordinating the response, OCHA may introduce standard templates for all agencies to follow, while if UNHCR is coordinating the response, UNHCR should issue the standard templates.

          Before creating a 3W system from scratch, always check with colleagues in-country to see what approach is being used now (or in the past), what is preferred by partners, what works well, etc. If there has not been IM capacity in the operation for some time, check with the relevant Data, Identity Management and Analysis (DIMA) Unit in your Regional Bureau to see if there are standard or suggested tools used in the region. This is particularly relevant when there is a regional refugee response plan (RRRP). A 6W template can be found on the IM Coordination page of the Data Community Hub (accessible to UNHCR staff only). This template, as well as questions from the Kobo library can be downloaded, edited for your context and used.

          It is important to remember that 3W information is meant to be used. Information products such as reports, dashboards, maps, and infographics should be created and published, using the information from the 3Ws. The products should always be developed with the intended targeted audience, so they are tailored to a specific objective(s) that is relevant to the response and the positive impacts UNHCR aims to achieve for refugees and host communities. These products may be internal and/or public, with different information provided in both to address risks or other concerns related to context-specific sensitivities.

          UNHCR’s role in a 3/4/5W will vary depending on the context. In a refugee emergency (RCM) it is UNHCR’s responsibility to consolidate a wholistic overview of the entire response, including all relevant sectors. It is UNHCR’s job to determine the most efficient way to gather this information and to make it available to the humanitarian community.

          In an IDP or other humanitarian context, it would likely be OCHA’s role to provide this broad overview of the entire response. Therefore, UNHCR would be expected to:

          
            	 As cluster lead agency (Protection, CCCM, Shelter): Collect information on the activities of all cluster members and share this into an OCHA-led inter-cluster 3/4/5W. In this scenario, cluster lead agencies are expected to have a detailed understanding of what is happening in their cluster, while OCHA is expected to have basic information across all clusters.

            	As a cluster member (e.g. WASH, Health, etc.) contribute information on UNHCR’s activities to the cluster-lead agency using a cluster specific system.

          

          
            2) Assessment registry
          

          The assessment registry, sometimes called the survey of surveys, provides a way for organizations to share the data and/or findings of their assessments (i.e., in the form of a report) and coordinate plans for future assessments.

          An assessment registry is an important tool for helping the Information Management Working Group (IMWG) to coordinate assessments, maintain an overview of the available evidence base, deduplicate and prioritize activities, and promote the effective use of available information, including for strategic planning and programme design, delivery and monitoring.

          
            3) CORE
          

          CORE (Comprehensive Overview of the Response to Emergencies) is UNHCR’s solution for establishing recognizable, predictable, and consistent information products that are publicly released in the early days of an emergency response.

          CORE products support UNHCR’s leadership and coordination role in refugee emergencies through the development and dissemination of quality information products to support evidence- informed action, enhance the visibility of the response and its impact, mobilize funding, etc.

          
            4) Operational Data Portals
          

          The UNHCR ODP was created in 2011 to enable UNHCR’s institutional responsibility to provide an information and data dissemination platform to facilitate the coordination of refugee emergencies.

          The ODP contains several tools for coordination: population data and key figures, documents, reports and infographics, meeting calendar, etc.

        

      

      
        Post emergency phase

        
          Review what went well and what did not. Document lessons learned and share with the functional unit in UNHCR Headquarters.

        

      

      
        Checklist

        
          
            Coordinating IM in Refugee emergencies:

            
              	Establish a Refugee Information Management Working Group (RIMWG).

              	Encourage active participation in the RIMWG and jointly plan IM activities.

              	Identify who is doing what where.

              	Establish common datasets including population data; compile and share.

              	Agree on standards to use for data collection and analysis.

              	Set up an online platform for sharing of data, information and reports with all stakeholders.

            

          

          
            Coordinating IM in Humanitarian / IDP emergencies:

            
              	Join the inter-cluster IMWG

              	Actively represent the relevant UNHCR (co-)led clusters in joint IM activities.

              	Establish cluster-specific 3/4/5W processes for UNHCR (co-)led clusters.

              	Ensure cluster activities are reflected in the inter-cluster 3/4/5W mechanism.

            

          

        

      

      
        Annexes

        
          
            
              
                IASC Operational Guidance on Responsibilities of Cluster/Sector Leads & OCHA in Information Management, 2006
                
                  

                

              

            

          

          
            
              
                IASC Operational Guidance on Data Responsibility in Humanitarian Action, 2023
                
                  

                

              

            

          

        

      

      
        Learning and field practices

        
          
            
              Accessible to UNHCR staff only

            

            
              
                
                  
                    IM Coordination on the Data Community Hub
                  

                

              

            

          

        

      

      
        Links

        
          UNHCR Operational Data Portal
        

      

      
        Main contacts

        
          
            UNHCR Information Management: 
            
              HQIM@unhcr.org
            
          

        

      

    

  
    Population estimation techniques

    
      10 November 2025

      
        Key points

        
          	
      Each emergency situation is different, and therefore the choice of method(s) for estimating populations must reflect the diversity of contexts and available resources. Prioritize your information needs, assess the local capacity and the context, and choose the most appropriate methodology(ies) to produce population estimates. Document how UNHCR will use the population estimates at country and regional levels

          	
      Producing population estimates is usually a multi-agency effort. It is essential to identify and convene key actors to agree on a common approach and to review and agree on the estimates prior to their publication

          	
      Methods for rapid estimation exercises do not usually generate population figures of good quality, because sample sizes are often small and techniques are not representative. If resources allow, develop a robust estimation plan to ensure that the data collected is interoperable with other data and can be used to support other activities, such as needs assessments

          	
      Triangulate the available primary and secondary data; assess its quality, including its accuracy and timeliness, and the reliability of the data’s source

          	
      Validate your estimates and publish them following the CORE guidance. Population estimates must be reviewed and cleared by the Representative and, as appropriate, key stakeholders and coordination mechanisms (e.g., the regional or national information management working group), and the government

        

      

      
        Overview

        
          Robust and interoperable population estimates are essential to understand the situation, inform the planning of a response, deliver and adjust programmes, advocate for, and mobilize resources. As such, population estimates are of interest to the entire humanitarian response. Multi-agency coordination of the population estimates is therefore essential so that they meet the needs of all organisations involved in the response effort, to create confidence in the methods used and the figures they generate, to effectively disseminate the resulting estimates, and to ensure their effective use for a variety of purposes.

          The steps explained below will help operations and regional bureaux to gather, quality assure, calculate, and report population estimates that will inform the emergency response.

          Resources and partnerships

          Population estimation is a collaborative process, led by an information management officer or equivalent function, working closely with protection colleagues, other thematic and sectoral focal points (e.g. Health, WASH, Nutrition, Education, Food/NFI distribution, and Supply) as well as the partner organisations. The Regional Bureau can support as needed, with additional support from relevant HQ entities if required.

        

      

      
        Relevance for emergency operations

        
          Timely, accurate and reliable information about people displaced by a crisis is crucial for an effective and efficient emergency response. Information on the magnitude, locations and composition of population movements is required. This includes information about where they are and where they are from (two location aspects), who they are (profiles), how many (number), when / since when (time), and why (causes of displacement). Population estimates are aggregate population figures drawn from the best available primary and secondary data sources.

        

      

      
        Main guidance

        
          Information required to produce population estimates

          Population estimates include both flow figures and stock figures:

          
            	Flow figures describe changes in populations over time. For example, the number of individuals who have been forced to flee from specific location(s) and are arriving in transit areas during a given week.

            	Stock figures: describe populations at a given moment in time. For example, the number of people at a particular point in time living in a specific village.  Stock figures change via flows (e.g. arrivals and departures as well as in situ changes such, as births and deaths). The estimates should include sex and age disaggregation, which is vital to AGD-inclusive humanitarian assistance activities, notably strategic planning, programming resource mobilization, and advocacy.

          

          The following information should be obtained to produce the population estimates:

          
            	Where? Where are the key entry/exit/transit areas? Where does the displaced population come from? Where are they settling temporarily? Where are they going?

            	How many? What is the magnitude of the population flow (i.e. the number of in/outflows by day/week; the number of forcibly displaced people in specific locations in a point in time)? This should be disaggregated to include the populations on the move through (flow) and presence (stock) in specific areas.

            	Who? The broad age groups and sex of the displaced population. And what are their main causes of displacement? The latter is essential in mixed movements to assess if the target population is mainly refugees or a mixed movement with refugees and migrants.

          

          To capture this information, use mixed methods at a geographical level that is sufficient to inform the response, as explained in the following steps.

          Some population estimation methodologies require personal data to be collected and processed. You must take the necessary proactive steps to ensure that statistical data is managed in line with UNHCR’s personal data protection and privacy framework (accessible to UNHCR staff only), as applicable. Critically, UNHCR does not further reuse personal data collected for statistical purposes for incompatible purposes and without an appropriate legitimate basis.

          
            
              Step 1: Prepare by gathering baseline population data and assessing the context
            
          

          Building on the Emergency Information Management strategy and Guidance on Emergency Preparedness, gather baseline population data and assess the context. The following actions will help you determine the most appropriate methodology/ies to produce population estimates:

          
            	Common operational datasets (CODs): Review the available geographic data for the operation in UNHCR’s geodatabase or humanitarian CODs. If these are not up-to-date, compile a list of locations and names of villages, existing service facilities (e.g., hospitals, health centres) in areas that are likely to receive refugees and/or IDPs.

            	Actors and informants: identify possible key informants, including local/national authorities (e.g. migration directorates, municipalities, civil protection / emergency institutes), drawing on active humanitarian services and partners’ presence in areas likely to receive refugees and/or IDPs.

            	Historic population flow and stock data: If not already available, identify reliable data sources on the number and composition of people moving through relevant border or transit points between the country of origin and the host country (cross-border situations), or within the country (internal displacement). Try to review at least the previous 12 months to assess typical changes in movements.

            	Contextual data: Consult the contextual information that has been gathered to inform the emergency response (and supplement it if needed), notably to understand the local security context. This is important to understand trends and to anticipate potential access constraints in implementing certain types of estimation methodologies. If not yet gathered, obtain recent conflict, access and armed groups presence data (e.g. Armed Conflict Location & Event Data Project (ACLED) and ACAPS data) for the country of origin, the country of displacement (if different), and the host country (for cross-border situations).

          

          
            
              Step 2: Agree “Who” should be counted by defining the target population group(s), together with partner organisations
            
          

          
            	The definitions of the target population(s) for the estimation should reflect the information needs of UNHCR and the wider community of actors responding to the emergency (including the government), and align with international standards and recommendations on forcibly displaced or stateless population groups (notably the Expert Group on Refugee, IDP and Statelessness Statistics (EGRISS) guidance on international statistics on refugees, internally displaced people and stateless people, as well as the Refugee Data Finder and UNHCR’s Master Glossary of Terms), and guidance on international migrants (IOM key definitions, UNDESA).

            	When elaborating the definitions of the target population groups, include the following dimensions: the population groups (e.g., refugees, IDPs, stateless – and whether the displaced population is also stateless), the temporality of the movement (e.g. what is the minimum and/or maximum length of displacement), its geographic scope (countries of origin, area of origin, country(ies) / region(s) of destination of the population groups to be estimated), and relevant AGD profiles (e.g., ethnicity, socio-economic status, etc.).

          

          
            
              Step 3: Identify information gaps required to produce the population estimates
            
          

          Conduct a desk review to identify and assess the available data to determine what information is currently missing:

          
            	Identify reliable sources that may provide the data you need. Remember to consider sources such as traditional media reports and news articles in the country of origin, country of displacement and host country. Explore the existing systems that are in place to capture information on population movements, including those implemented by external partners (e.g. border monitoring). Where possible, prioritise corporate tools (e.g. in a refugee emergency, use emergency registration if possible) or systems that are implemented by the authorities.

            	Quality assure and triangulate the secondary data you compile.

            	Organise the data by category, format, theme, date, source, reliability, accuracy, geographic and time coverage.

          

          The secondary data review will determine if there is still a gap between the information you need and the information you have. If you need to collect primary data consider the methodology(ies) in the next sections.

          In many cases, the available data will be insufficient, but to collect additional primary data:

          
            	time will be too limited,

            	relevant resources (human and financial) will not be available,

            	the locations hosting the displaced population will not be accessible (e.g. due to physical constraints or the security situation) or

            	it may be difficult to find a suitable methodology for specific populations (e.g. due to social profiles, fast changing patterns of movements).

          

          These are all considerations to bear in mind if you need to collect primary data to generate the estimate. Note that in many cases, the estimate will be generated by combining the existing (secondary data) and new data that has been collected.

          
            
              Step 4A: Collect primary data (if needed) – methods and techniques requiring access to the displaced population
            
          

          If you need to collect new data to meet your information gaps, bear in mind that this will require time, money and human resources. Taking account of the context (see the section on considerations for a practical implementation below), the following methodologies can be applied:

          A.1.   Consultations with key actors/stakeholders: consult the key stakeholders that were identified during the preparedness activities in step 1 to map the main displacement areas, routes, access constraints, and /or entry points at national, sub-national or local levels. The information can be gathered remotely (i.e. phone interviews, emails, online questionnaires) or in person.

          A.2.   Direct observation can be used to rapidly collect the information required to estimate populations on the move as well as those currently staying at specific locations that are in scope for the estimate. Conduct visual habitation counts and/or static crowd estimations. Drive or walk through the locality and record your observations on the location (its nature, size), population stocks, and population movements. Try to identify possible key informants, and places where enumerators could potentially conduct surveys with the target population.

          A.3.   Set up an alert system: if the context permits, regular updates can be organised to allow notification of new arrivals or new internal displacements. This requires a level of engagement of the authorities and/or humanitarian partners (or other stakeholders identified in step 1) to help set up the alert systems. The modalities of this alert system will depend on the context and should be defined at the outset and agreed with all members of the network.  This would typically include a short questionnaire that members would update with information on the size, locations and nature of areas receiving the target population(s).

          A.4.   Key informant interviews: Design a short questionnaire to gather estimates of population flows at entry, transit/settlement and/or exit locations in the areas of interest through local key informants:

          
            	Key informants can include district or village/residential areas authorities (in urban settings), host community leaders; service providers, humanitarian workers, religious leaders, refugee or IDP leaders and education or health staff. They can also include the key stakeholders you identified at Step 1.

            	The information can be gathered by enumerators and through a range of modalities, including face-to-face interviews or by phone, email, surveys, and SMS. Estimates provided by key informants will be less accurate than by direct assessments, but they are particularly useful in situations where access to the population is limited.

          

          A.5.   Questionnaires with the target population(s): where resources are available, design a short questionnaire to collect data about the target population at entry, transit/settlement and exit locations in the areas of interest via enumerators. Enumerators conduct short interviews with each person/family and collect the data noted above. This method is generally more applicable in border crossing contexts, where population flows are manageable. Where resources and capacity are limited, prioritize household/group interviews over individual interviews to ensure greater data collection coverage:

          
            	Quantitative data on population flows gathered at household or group level will provide information on the scale of the movement, coupled with:

            	Sampled individual data can be used to characterize the population and understand population flow trends locally.

          

          Note: A statistical approach may also be inappropriate for the context, for example because it would be too time consuming, or the required level of expertise to design the approach and interpret the results is not available.

          A.6.   Conduct registration, enrolment or head counts: count the population through fixing exercises, rapid registration, enrolment or head counts. See UNHCR’s guidance on registration and identity management.

          
            
              Step 4B. Collect primary data (if needed) – Alternative data collection methods
            
          

          In addition to the methodologies explained above, it can be necessary to explore other data collection methods that are presented below, with regional or HQ technical support if needed. They have limitations, involve additional processing time and require technical resources – therefore, their implementation should be assessed on a case-by-case basis. That said, they can be pragmatic and relatively cost-effective options to triangulate secondary data and/or primary data collected through the methods above. They can also be used to provide information on past, current, and potential future trends of population movements. Here are some examples of methodologies that have been implemented by operations and partner organisations when the emergency context did not permit the primary data collection methods listed above in Step 4a:

          B.1.   Earth observations: if available and relevant, use data derived from UNOSAT satellite imagery, such as NASA’s night-time lights imagery to indicate population movements through changes in the levels of electricity luminosity in particular areas.

          B.2.   Call Data Records (CDRs): If there is mobileconnectivity, displacement within countries can be assessed from analysing CDRs. Work with other UN Agencies or organisations such as Flowminder and GSMA to source and clean the data responsibly.

          B.3.   Social media and mobile application usage statistics: consider usage statistics from social media (e.g. Meta data for good) if the internet penetration rate is greater than 70% (see World Bank statistics), following UNHCR guidance on social media for community-based protection. Otherwise, consider using mobile application usage data such as the opt in use of locations services.

          B.4.   Proxy datasets: Explore other datasets that could be proxies for displacement such as trends in market prices and financial transactions/cash assistance data.

          B.5.   Mine radio broadcasts: to understand movement and protection incidents.

          B.6.    Explore Google data: including Google trends (e.g. search for terms in the local language like “how to seek asylum in”, or “how to migrate to”, or “how to go to X country” or “what documentation or vaccines is required in this country”), and the Google distance matrix API.

          B.7.   Data science techniques: can be applied if sufficient historical data is available (e.g. daily or weekly data for at least a year, or two to three years of monthly data). Estimates can be produced using nowcasting or forecasting approaches. Multivariate regression analysis helps to explore correlations and relationships between variables. Strive to corroborate the findings of data modelling by triangulating this with other data.

          
            
              Step 5. Presenting the population estimates
            
          

          
            	Use standard CORE templates and guidance to ensure population estimates are consistently presented. Produce both static and dynamic dashboards / reports, to support the needs of a broader set of users.

            	Share those population estimates and information products through systems such as UNHCR’s Operational Data Portal.

          

          For more information, please read the entry “Emergency Information Products”.

          
            Considerations for practical implementation

            The following tips and best practice should be considered when implementing the methodologies listed above:

            
              	Population estimation is not protection monitoring or needs assessment: population estimation generates information about the number and characteristics of a population in a specific place and time. By contrast, protection monitoring generates information about trends in the protection situation of specific population groups and/or specific locations. Needs assessments identifies the needs, conditions and capacities of specific groups and/or specific locations, in order to determine gaps between a current situation and agreed-upon standards.

              	Multiple approaches or methods may be employed to generate the population estimates in different areas or at different moments in the emergency response, according to gaps in data needs and operational contexts.

              	Key stakeholders can include law enforcement officials (border, police, security), civilian government authorities, representatives of the civil society/refugee-led or IDP-led organisations, researchers, experts, humanitarian, development and peace organisations) at national and sub-national level. To assess which organisations are present, review the available 3W information.

              	Review the target locations for which you are producing population estimates. Record them following corporate location standards to improve the comparability and re-usability of the data collected over time. Minimise overlap between those locations or areas by assessing their geographical coverage and ensuring they are well known by the key informants and enumerators. Avoid gathering information in geographically close locations (e.g. on each side of a border, on the same road etc.).

              	Improve temporal coverage by conducting time-location sampling (selecting location/time period combinations at random e.g. different days of the week and hours of the day). The magnitude and composition of flows can fluctuate, and for example, mornings are often busier.

              	Improve analysis by collecting both stock and flow data, e.g. in key informant interviews in camps or host community settings. Collect a) stock data on the target population present in the area at the moment of the data collection, b) flow data on new incoming and outgoing individuals/families over a certain period of time in that same area. Do not try to produce stock data from flow data or vice versa, as the data will not be reliable.

              	Be transparent about data coverage and limitations when disseminating data to partners, highlighting changes in the access and data collection coverage between rounds of data collection.

              	Define the required duration of the data collection to manage expectations of how long it will take to generate the estimate.

              	If the geographic scale or magnitude of the displacement exceed what is possible to assess with the available resources, define a sampling strategy: where possible, define sampling frames based on probabilistic methods to enhance statistical representativeness, such as network scale-up, the quadrant method, capture-recapture, and multi-stage and stratified samples. If probabilistic sampling is not possible, consider using respondent-driven sampling. Seek guidance from a regional or HQ statistical expert.

            

          

        

      

      
        Annexes

        
          
            
              
                ACAPS, Rapid Estimation of Affected Population Figures, 2012
                
                  

                

              

            

          

          
            
              
                IASC, Guidelines on the Humanitarian Profile Common Operational Dataset, 2011
                
                  

                

              

            

          

        

      

      
        Learning and field practices

        
          
            
              Tips for applying the methodologies described in steps 4A and 4B in common operational contexts:

              
                	For all scenarios: consult key actors/stakeholders (method A1).

                	Scenario 1: Measuring displaced population flows in cross-border situations: Use method A4 to source data from border officials, supporting a border monitoring system in coordination with them, if required. If the security situation permits, triangulate with data from method A2, or if resources and time permits, method A5. If most displaced people cross the border at less accessible situations, prioritize data collection in nearby transit locations (e.g. nearby villages and bus stations), as described in scenario 2.

                	Scenario 2: Estimating displaced populations located in host communities: If key informant networks are active, use method A3. If not, conduct a field mission to identify key informants who have the capacity and willingness to monitor flows and stocks and can provide regular updates in the coming weeks or months.

                	Scenario 3: Estimating displaced populations located in camp-like settings: Always use method A2 to triangulate other methodologies. Where resources and available time are limited use method A3. Explore opportunities for proxy indicators as described in method B4, such as analysing total water consumption by area/block in a site. Where greater time and resources are available, use methods A5 or A6.

                	Scenario 4: Estimating large population flows in rapidly evolving situations in transit locations: If there is access to the locations, use method A2 and if resources are available, method A5. In mixed movement situations, knowing the reasons for fleeing is important to help assess how many people are likely in need of international protection. People fleeing persecution will be underreported in group responses, therefore ensure to conduct individual surveys to better assess their reasons for moving. If there is no access to the transit locations, consider the methods described in step 4B.

              

            

          

        

      

      
        Links

        
          ACAPS, Secondary Data Review, Technical Brief, 2014
          ACLED early warning hub
          Google data
          IASC Humanitarian Profile Support Guidance, 2016IFRC Community mapping
          MMC – 4MI Methodology – Longitudinal Surveys
          UNHCR Master Glossary of Terms
          UNHCR Refugee Statistics
          International Recommendations on Internally Displaced Persons Statistics (IRIS)
          Refugee Statistics (IRRS) and Statelessness Statistics (IROSS)
          IOM, Key Migration Terms
          VIEWS violence early warning
        

      

      
        Main contacts

        
          Global Data Service (GDS) – Statistics, Data Science and Surveys Section: hqcs00@unhcr.org

          Innovation Service: hqinlab@unhcr.org

        

      

    

  
    Pre-existing data

    
      05 November 2024

      
        Key points

        
          	
      Ensure that data presented on UNHCR maps incorporate accepted common operational datasets and established boundaries

          	
      Ensure data collection exercises and databases use agreed CODs at country level

          	
      Take the lead in using common datasets to set standards in operations; make colleagues and partners aware of their value and importance

          	
      Communicate with the HQ GIS Support Team on location updates (especially with administrative level 1, 2 and places, there is a link between CODs and UNHCR administrative data and Pcodes)

        

      

      
        Overview

        
          Developed and endorsed by the Inter-agency Standing Committee (IASC), and disseminated by OCHA, Common operational data sets (CODs) are datasets used in humanitarian emergencies to support technical standards, improve the quality of data, and strengthen interoperability. OCHA identifies, publishes and maintains CODs for use in humanitarian emergencies on the Humanitarian Data Exchange (HDX).

Core CODs are administrative boundaries and population statistics. OCHA aims to make these available for all its operational countries Other CODs (e.g., roads, hospitals, schools, hydrology, etc.) are available on the Humanitarian Data Exchange (HDX). Though not all countries are included in HDX, information managers officers and designated focal points in UNHCR should periodically check OCHA's COD Dashboard that provides the status and availability of Core CODs) to ensure their operations are using available CODs as the baseline for all operational data and information products.

          All UNHCR staff should be aware of the contribution that COD datasets make to data collection, sharing data, and reporting.

          
Please note: much of the text for this entry was taken directly from OCHA’s IM Toolbox, available online at OCHA IM Toolbox and COD Storymap.

        

      

      
        Relevance for emergency operations

        
          CODs provide a foundation for coordinating the humanitarian response in an emergency, by articulating and sharing agreed baseline data, across sectors, for mapping and other information and planning purposes.

          UNHCR staff need to know about CODs as they are used as the baseline for operational data and information products (e.g., 3/4/5W, reference maps, etc.). A key aspect of the CODs is the use of a Place Code (Pcode), which is a unique alpha numeric ID used to identify locations. The COD Pcode is kept in the UNHCR administrative boundaries data as a ‘source_ID’ to maintain the link with the source data. All UNHCR staff should be aware of the contribution that CODs make to data collection, sharing data, and reporting. For more information about CODs please see: COD Story Map. Information about new or updates to location data should be shared with the GIS Support Team (mapping@unhcr.org).

          
Common Operational Datasets (CODs) are the de facto standard for the humanitarian community. They represent the best-available datasets on a range of basic subjects:

          
            	Core CODS	Administrative boundaries
	Population statistics (baseline)



            	Other CODs	Populated settlements, towns, cities.
	Transportation network (roads, ports, etc.)
	Hydrology (streams, bodies of water, etc.)
	Hypsography (elevation models, contours)
	Humanitarian profiles (caseload)



          

          When CODs are available, UNHCR and partners use them to inform the baseline that underpins response and planning in a refugee emergency.

        

      

      
        Main guidance

        
          
            Underlying process – how does this work?
          

          OCHA maintains the agreed datasets and coordinates their distribution and updating in emergencies. If OCHA is unable to provide this service in a specific country, Humanitarian Country Teams (HCTs) or other inter-agency coordination structures may identify another agency to undertake this role.

According to OCHA, each dataset has a designated ‘contributor' who is responsible for identifying and liaising with ‘sources' or owners to analyze, collate, clean and reach agreement on a specific operational dataset. Sponsors are identified early in an emergency and then assume responsibilities in relation to their thematic dataset. OCHA maintains lists of dataset sponsors, in each country and globally, and coordinates relations between them.

Each dataset has one or more designated source or owner. These may be national authorities or agencies, a cluster, NGO, UN agency etc. The designated contributor of a dataset is responsible for developing and maintaining a dataset and associated metadata.

          
            UNHCR’s role and accountabilities
          

          UNHCR is the ‘source' and ‘sponsor' of several standard datasets which it maintains, updates and disseminates: on refugee locations, population statistics, border crossing points, and the presence and status of UNHCR offices, for example. Other datasets may be added at country level. UNHCR’s location data is available here: UNHCR Operational Data Portal, Refugee Situations.

          
            Considerations for UNHCR’s engagement at country level
          

          At country level, the information management officer (IM0) should participate in meetings about CODs in Information Management Working Groups; track the names of locations, coordinates, CODs and Pcodes. (Pcodes are unique geographic (geo)identification codes, represented by combinations of letters or numbers, that identify a specific location or feature on a map or in a database.) Contact your local OCHA office for area-specific Pcodes or consult the website.

Information Management Officers should: share the Excel database of Pcodes, CODs with all operational partners to ensure that they use the same units of assessment for data analysis; liaise with them on data quality issues and data standards; participate in or organize inter-agency data groups at field level; advise partners on methodological issues (where needed); and encourage prompt reporting of data, according to agreed standards.

Distribute information products, CODs and baseline data that are to be used by all partners.

          Coordinate with UNHCR GIS Support Team on update related to administrative boundaries and places.

        

      

      
        Annexes

        
          
            
              
                IASC Guidelines Common Operational Datasets (CODs) in Disaster Preparedness and Response
                
                  

                

              

            

          

          
            
              
                What is a GLIDE Number. When to use them and why they are useful
                
                  

                

              

            

          

        

      

      
        Links

        
          CODs and FODs
          Humanitarian Data Exchange (HDX) COD portal (access CODs from here)
          Core COD Dashboard (Review what Core CODs are available by country) 
          COD Storymap (Information and guidance about Core CODs)
          OCHA IM Toolbox (Information and guidance about Other CODs)
          What is a GLIDE Number. When to use them and why they are useful
        

      

      
        Main contacts

        
          Local OCHA office For questions on UNHCR datasets, contact UNHCR  GIS Support Team at: mapping@unhcr.org

        

      

    

  
    Orion Analytics Centre and Data

    
      20 November 2024

      
        Key points

        
          	
      Use Orion Data Mart to access all UNHCR enterprise level data (e.g., all five of population systems from one location) to maintain standards and use the same data as colleagues across the organization.

          	
      Use Orion Analytics Centre to access a dashboard that combines population and location data to quickly view and access population data

        

      

      
        Overview

        
          The Orion Analytics Centre is a one-stop shop for all types of population data at UNHCR. It is a single platform that combines national-level population and location analysis.  Users can craft a report instantly by drawing from multiple systems, including PRIMES, COMPASS, the Refugee Data Finder, the Operational Data Portal and UNHCR’s Nowcasting database. Efforts are underway to bring more data into the Orion Analytics Centre in the years ahead.  Colleagues should note that the location data in Orion is the same as that in GeoServices and eSite.

        

      

      
        Relevance for emergency operations

        
          Colleagues using the Orion Analytics Centre can see data from emergencies, as population data from the Operational Data Portal is visible in the Interagency Figures sub-domain.

          Users can access the data and craft a report instantly by drawing from multiple systems, including PRIMES, COMPASS, the Population Statistics Reference, the Operational Data Portal and UNHCR’s Nowcasting Database. Efforts are underway to bring more data into the Orion Analytics Centre in the years ahead.  Colleagues should note that the location data in Orion is the same as that in GeoServices and eSite.

        

      

      
        Main guidance

        
          Orion Analytics Centre can help UNHCR deliver multi-year planning and situational analysis. Colleagues can access planning figures from COMPASS for the PLAN, GET and SHOW Results phases and manipulate disaggregated figures and other dimensions (location, timeframes, and population types), unlocking the most informed projection planning figures for multi-year insights. Colleagues can also analyze figures in context, targeting their analysis for specific populations spread over multiple locations or countries. Protection colleagues can also use it to analyze the latest age and gender data by location, supporting our efforts to target the most at-risk populations. Data available via Orion can be used in many ways. See the following for specific ways colleagues working on programme issues  or  in protection or DIST and generally in IT can use Orion.

        

      

      
        Links

        
          Orion Intranet Page
          Orion Analytics Centre
          Guidance to Orion Datamart and APIs
        

      

      
        Main contacts

        
          Send questions to hqim@unhcr.org or gsd@unhcr.org (please mention ‘Orion Datamart’ or ‘Orion Analytics Centre’ in the subject line)

        

      

    

  
    Emergency Information Products

    
      03 December 2024

      
        Key points

        
          	
      In emergencies it is critical to frequently create and publish information products, to enable speedy decision making

          	
      CORE is UNHCR’s solution for ensuring key data and information on displaced people is made available to all in the early days of an emergency

          	
      Emergency maps are important to organize and orient the humanitarian response

          	
      Mapping templates are available to facilitate the production of official UNHCR maps

          	
      eSite is UNHCR’s centralized platform where GIS users can find data, maps and support

          	
      Only good quality data should be used to generate information products

        

      

      
        Overview

        
          The information products in an emergency are typically characterized by a rapid-fire frequency of release to enable speedy decision-making.  They must be rapidly digestible and self-contained to influence management’s quick decision making.  Rapidly publicly releasing information products is both vital and difficult, and having a clear idea of which datapoints are priority to get at the outset of an emergency is essential to not waste time and resources, or to create information distractions that are of low priority.  For these reasons, UNHCR has introduced standard emergency information products.

        

      

      
        Relevance for emergency operations

        
          UNHCR has several tools, resources and methodologies to support Information Management Officers (IMOs) and operations to quickly create and release emergency information products. The quick production and publication of information products is critical in supporting a coordinated and effective response. They help to quickly establish a common understanding of the situation and allow all responders to get on the same page.

        

      

      
        Main guidance

        
          There are several resources available to help emergency operations create and publish information products quickly and frequently.  Below four of these are described: CORE, Emergency Mapping, Mapping templates and eSite.

          Data Visualization Guidelines

          All charts and data visualizations created by/for UNHCR should follow the Data Visualization Guidelines available at dataviz.unhcr.org.

          Data quality
Good data is crucial for creating accurate info products in a humanitarian context. When disasters or crises hit, decision-makers need real-time, reliable info to allocate resources, like food, shelter or medical supplies, where it's most needed. If the data is not of good quality, help might go to the wrong places, or critical needs might get overlooked.

          Having quality data also builds trust with stakeholders, like governments and aid organizations. If they're confident in the info you're providing, they're more likely to collaborate and make data-driven decisions. This is key for fast and effective humanitarian responses.

          
            a) CORE
          

          CORE (Comprehensive Overview of the Response to Emergencies) is UNHCR’s solution for establishing recognizable, predictable, and consistent information products which are publicly released in the early days of an emergency response.

          CORE products support UNHCR’s leadership and coordination role in refugee emergencies through the development and dissemination of quality information products to support evidence-informed action, enhance the visibility of the response and its impact, mobilize funding, etc. The guiding philosophy of CORE is to make the best use of information available, and to consistently make it available for analysis and re-use by UNHCR partners, the wider humanitarian and development community, donors, researchers, and other public audiences.

          CORE is not an information system in and of itself. These may be UNHCR information systems or systems of the government, authorities, or partners.

          CORE products are designed to become more detailed, precise, and data-centric over time. A CORE product in the first week may rely mainly on secondary data, and include more general information, narrative, and estimates. By the third or fourth week, it is expected that the CORE product will be several pages with more disaggregated data, verified information, and cover various aspects of the response.

          CORE products are intended to meet information needs in the early days of a refugee emergency. After several weeks or months, CORE products can transition to other types of information products, which could be dynamic dashboards, monthly bulletins, or other regularly maintained products.

          The products are posted, along with other relevant information outputs, on UNHCR’s Operational Data Portal (ODP).

          UNHCR staff interested in more technical guidance on CORE products, can access the CORE guidance on the UNHCR Data Community Hub. Please note this is accessible only to UNHCR staff.  An overview of CORE is available to UNHCR staff on the intranet.

          Public facing information on CORE can be found on a dedicated page on the ODP.

          
            b) Emergency Mapping
          

          Emergency mapping refers to the different processes involved in producing and using maps during the multiple phases of an emergency.  Emergency maps are important to organize and orient the humanitarian response. Examples of such maps can be to identify the damages following an Earthquake or Tsunami, or represent the population movements triggered by an armed conflict.

          First, it’s necessary to gather the data that will be necessary to create the maps from different sources. In addition to the UNHCR core GIS database, some data providers which are used in emergency contexts are the Humanitarian Data Exchange platform which hosts both base and thematic data. OpenStreetMap, the open data and community driven project, can also be a great source. If the data is not available in the area of the emergency, OpenStreetMap volunteer mappers can be involved to map the zone of interest. This has been done in multiple emergencies in the past. Finally, satellite images are valuable, especially if they are recent and of high resolution, and can serve as a base to create new datasets. If the required information is not available, field campaigns can be organized to collect data with the use of tools like mobile data collection devices, GPS and surveys.

          The maps produced during an emergency are meant to be updated frequently as more information is gathered. The first versions of such maps might be very basic with only part of the information present. Nevertheless, these maps are important as they help understand the spatial dynamics at play and can help the first phase of the response.  In addition to the common elements that compose a map (title, source, legend, scale, etc.), it is important for emergency maps to clearly indicate the date (and sometimes the hour) or the version. In very volatile situations, the context can change rapidly, and maps quickly become obsolete.

          To maximize the utility of emergency maps, whether in digital or printed form, it is essential to disseminate them to the entire humanitarian community.

          
            c) Map templates
          

          Map templates allow UNHCR staff to produce official UNHCR maps. They come with the UNHCR logo and the official styles and colors, to represent the different geographic entities that are generally present on UNHCR maps. These include the sites hosting the people we serve, UNHCR’s offices, and international (and disputed) borders. The templates ensure a unified and recognizable look for all maps produced by the organization. By using the templates, the producer of the map can concentrate on the data and the intended message, thereby saving crucial time in the context of an emergency where maps must be produced rapidly. It’s important to note that the templates serve as a base which is applicable in most cases. There may be cases where the user will have to adapt them based on the context and the available data.

          The map templates are available for the software ArcGIS Pro, in A3, A4 and A5 formats, in portrait and landscape. They require an internet connection to access the data from UNHCR Geoservices, but the templates can be edited to work with a local database. The files can be downloaded on eSite (accessible to UNHCR staff only) or on the Operational Data Portal (publicly accessible).

          
            d) eSite
          

          eSite is UNHCR’s centralized platform for GIS where users can find:

          
            	Data: In this section one can access and explore UNHCR’s core GIS database, satellite and drone images, but also curated sectorial and thematic datasets from UNHCR and other organizations.

            	Maps: contains base and thematic maps for integration into customed maps and the list of all web applications developed and maintained by UNHCR (Site mapping, CCCM, WASH, Health). From this section the user can access all PDF maps hosted on the Operational Data Portal.

            	Support: Any guidance, tutorials and resources related to GIS are collected here.

          

        

      

      
        Checklist

        
          
            Operations should quickly produce and publish CORE products and make data available to all partners.

          

          
            Use the mapping templates, UNHCR data visualization guidelines and the eSite online platform to support CORE products, as well as stand-alone maps and spatial analysis.

          

          
            Gather good quality, verified data.

          

        

      

      
        Learning and field practices

        
          
            
              
                
                  
                    Data Visualization Platform
                  

                

              

              
                
                  
                    UNHCR’s GIS Ecosystem and Best Practices (accessible to UNHCR staff only)
                  

                

              

            

          

        

      

      
        Links

        
          eSite (accessible to UNHCR staff only)
          UNHCR Geoservices
          CORE guidance (accessible to UNHCR staff only)
          CORE products
        

      

      
        Main contacts

        
          
            	For Mapping: GDS Mapping support: mapping@unhcr.org

            	For CORE: GDS Information Product Development: ipda@unhcr.org

          

        

      

    

  
    Refugee Coordination Model (RCM)

    
      03 December 2024

      
        Key points

        
          	
      Prioritize protection: Ensure that protection principles, including accountability to affected populations and inclusivity, are central to all phases and sectors of the refugee response. 

          	
      Support government leadership: Empower national and local authorities to take a leading role in coordination efforts. Governments have the primary responsibility to lead and coordinate refugee protection and assistance efforts. 

          	
      Engage diverse stakeholders: Actively involve governments, local authorities, civil society organizations, refugees, and host communities throughout all phases of the response. This collaborative, whole-of-society approach ensures that diverse perspectives and capacities are leveraged.

          	
      Adapt the coordination model: Customize the Refugee Coordination Model (RCM) to align with the specific needs, capacities, and dynamics of local contexts. 

          	
      Plan sustainably: Align humanitarian, development, and peacebuilding efforts from the outset to foster long-term resilience, inclusion, and stability for refugees and host communities. Consider environmental impact and climate resilience. 

        

      

      
        Overview

        
          The Refugee Coordination Model (RCM) is a framework designed to ensure effective, inclusive, and accountable responses to refugee crises. It emphasizes government leadership, supported by UNHCR and a broad range of stakeholders, including local authorities, civil society, and refugee-led organizations. The model prioritizes protection, meaningful participation, and the integration of refugee responses into national systems to avoid duplication and promote sustainability. It is adaptable to diverse contexts, enabling tailored responses that address immediate needs while fostering longer-term solutions.

          Central to the RCM is a collaborative, whole-of-society approach that bridges humanitarian, development, and peacebuilding efforts. The model ensures clarity in roles and responsibilities, aligning efforts across sectors and stakeholders. It promotes early engagement with development actors and integrates solutions-oriented strategies from the onset of emergencies, enabling refugees and host communities to build resilience and contribute to shared stability and growth.

          Together with the UNHCR-OCHA Joint Note on Mixed Situations: coordination in practice (2014) and Serving and Protecting Together: IOM/UNHCR Framework of Engagement (2022), the RCM sets out a framework and principles for responding to both refugee and mixed situations.

        

      

      
        Relevance for emergency operations

        
          The Refugee Coordination Model (RCM) is relevant in emergency contexts as it provides a structured framework for organizing and streamlining responses to refugee crises, from activating the Refugee Emergency Response Scale-Up Protocol through to longer-term sustainable responses. It ensures that all actors—humanitarian organizations, governments, development partners, and local communities—work together effectively, avoiding duplication and addressing gaps. This coordinated approach enables faster, more efficient delivery of aid and protection to refugees while supporting host communities. It also facilitates joint fundraising.

          By aligning efforts with national systems and integrating development actors early on, the RCM helps bridge immediate emergency responses with longer-term solutions. Its focus on protection, accountability, and meaningful refugee participation.

        

      

      
        Main guidance

        
          In the emergency phase of a refugee situation, the Refugee Coordination Model (RCM) provides a framework for UNHCR staff members who need to act quickly, efficiently, and in close collaboration with all relevant stakeholders. The model is a reference point to create order in what can be overwhelming circumstances and a reminder to support government leadership, diverse stakeholder engagement and the centrality of protection. Tools and resources for setting up and running the Refugee Coordination Model are available here.

          The Refugee Emergency Response Scale-Up Protocol is activated to ensure a systematic and transparent scaling-up of response capacities with clear timelines and critical steps to develop a collective response from the outset of a refugee emergency. From appointing a Refugee Coordinator (usually the UNHCR Country Representative) to establishing coordination structures within days, it streamlines the response and makes it more inclusive and predictable.

          To inform the decision on activating the Emergency Refugee Response Scale-Up Protocol, within 72 hours of a refugee influx or a dramatic deterioration of the situation, the UNHCR country representative will provide the UN High Commissioner for Refugees with an initial assess­ment of refugee protection and humanitarian needs, and a recommendation on activating the Refugee Protocol, following inclusive consultations with response partners and relevant stakeholders. To facilitate decision-making, the initial assessment should consider scale, urgency, complexity, capacity and risk of failure to deliver effectively and at scale.

          Regardless of Refugee Protocol activation, UNHCR establishes a coordination architecture that includes government, humanitarian agencies, and development partners to ensure a well-organized and comprehensive approach. The Refugee Coordination Forum (RCF) and relevant sectoral working groups should be operational within days to align efforts across humanitarian partners, governments, and local actors. Clear, inclusive leadership prevents duplication of efforts and ensures timely delivery of aid.

          UNHCR’s leadership role involves setting up these coordination mechanisms, identifying priority needs, and aligning efforts to avoid duplication and maximize impact. The coordination structure should be adapted to the context and as light as possible, using existing bodies to coordinate the response where feasible.

          It is critical to integrate protection principles across all sectors. During the emergency phase, UNHCR staff members must prioritize life-saving interventions while ensuring that refugee protection remains central to all actions. This includes safeguarding fundamental rights, addressing immediate risks such as gender-based violence, and ensuring access to basic services like shelter, water, and healthcare. Staff must also engage with refugees directly, ensuring their participation in decisions that affect their well-being and leveraging their insights to shape responses.

          The RCM stresses the importance of aligning emergency responses with national systems and development frameworks wherever possible, planning for the transition of coordination functions and the progressive evolution of response activities. UNHCR staff are encouraged to foster partnerships with host governments, local organizations, and international actors to create responses that not only address immediate needs but also lay the foundation for longer-term resilience and self-reliance.

          By embedding emergency actions within broader, sustainable strategies, UNHCR ensures that interventions contribute to durable solutions for refugees and host communities alike.

          
            
                
        

            

            
              
            

          

          The below sample structure of the Refugee Coordination Model is for reference and so illustrates the full extent of the basic model. Most operations will require far fewer coordination groups and every operation should aim for the minimum structure possible that will still fulfil the needed coordination functions.

          
            
                
        

            

            
              
            

          

           

        

      

      
        Post emergency phase

        
          In the post-emergency phase, the focus shifts from immediate relief to systems- and resilience-building, and longer-term solutions. coordination structures established during the emergency should be evaluated as to whether their functions are still required given the changing needs and modes of response. Coordination groups may close, merge, or transfer their coordination functions to more sustainable mechanisms, ensuring the inclusion of local authorities, civil society and refugee-led organizations.

          Although “inclusion from the start” begins with the emergency phase, it is consolidated in the post-emergency phase. As feasible, the operational response further shifts from direct provision by humanitarian actors of services and assistance (in-kind or cash) to government-led integration of refugee assistance into national systems, supported by UNHCR and partners, aligning with development goals and fostering social and economic inclusion.

          Key actions in this phase include streamlining coordination groups, strengthening local system capacity, and maintaining accountability to affected populations. Risks during this phase include continued wide-scale reliance on external assistance, coordination fatigue, and failure to align with local systems.

        

      

      
        Checklist

        
          
            The Refugee Coordinator’s responsibilities: 

            
              
                  
        

              

              
                
              

            

          

          
            All UNHCR staff members’ responsibilities:

            Setting up and running the Refugee Coordination Model in any operation takes the combined effort of all UNHCR staff members not just those that hold coordination titles or have working group chairing roles. All UNHCR staff members should consider their role in the below checklist of activities. Tools and resources for setting up and running the Refugee Coordination Model can be found on the Refugee Coordination Model Guidance website here.

            
              	
                
                  Activation and Leadership
                
              

            

            
              	Activate the Scale-Up Protocol: Request the activation of the Refugee Emergency Response Scale-up Protocol, if necessary.

              	Appoint Leadership: Confirm the appointment of a Refugee Coordinator to lead the response. This is usually the UNHCR country Representative or the Bureau Director for regional responses.

              	Establish Coordination Forums: Set-up the Refugee Coordination Forum (RCF) and other working groups, as required. Use the sample coordination structure as a starting point but modify according to context and local needs and capacities.

              	Define Roles: Clearly communicate roles and responsibilities for all stakeholders, including government, UNHCR, Resident Coordinator and/or Humanitarian Coordinator and other partners.

            

            
              	
                
                  Stakeholder Engagement
                
              

            

            
              	Engage the Government: Coordinate with national and local authorities to align the response with existing systems and national development plans. Work with all relevant line ministries, not just the entity responsible for refugees.

              	Include Diverse Stakeholders: Invite civil society, international and local NGOs, refugee-led organizations, host communities, and private-sector actors to participate.

              	Foster Partnerships: Build partnerships with donors, development actors, and financial institutions to support the response.

            

            
              	
                
                  Needs Assessment and Planning
                
              

            

            
              	Conduct Needs Assessments: Organize joint assessments to identify gaps, considering age, gender, and diversity factors.

              	Develop a Refugee Response Plan (RRP): Draft and finalize the RRP in consultation with all stakeholders. The initial emergency RRP should be released within one week of the crisis start; a revised and more widely consultative and inclusive plan may be subsequently released.

              	Ensure Protection Focus: Embed protection principles across all sectors, including safeguarding vulnerable groups.

            

            
              	
                
                  Resource Mobilization and Logistics
                
              

            

            
              	Mobilize Resources: Secure funding, supplies, and technical expertise through donor engagement and partnerships. Remember, a Refugee Response Plan is a funding appeal as well as a response plan. It should be used to appeal for all participating actors, not just UNHCR.

              	Set Up Logistics: Establish supply chains and pre-position critical items for rapid distribution.

              	Coordinate Information Management: Set up a robust system for data collection, analysis, and sharing. Consider a 5Ws (who, what, where, when and for whom) or ActivityInfo and the Financial Tracking System.

            

            
              	
                
                  Operations and Monitoring
                
              

            

            
              	Operationalize Coordination Groups: Ensure sector working groups and technical task forces are active and aligned with the RRP. Monitor their performance in relation to their core coordination functions, including identifying gaps and overlaps and increasing overall technical capacity.

              	Maintain Two-Way Communication: Regularly consult with refugees and host communities to ensure their needs and feedback shape the response. Ensure that Accountability to Affected People (AAP) mechanisms are established and responsive.

              	Monitor Progress: Track implementation, identify gaps or challenges, and adjust plans as necessary.

            

            
              	
                
                  Transition and Sustainability
                
              

            

            
              	Plan for Transition: All sectors should map opportunities for integrating refugee assistance into national systems and development plans and track progress towards this ideal.

              	Promote Durable Solutions: Collaborate on voluntary repatriation, local integration, or resettlement initiatives.

              	Evaluate and Document: Assess the response, document lessons learned, and share best practices for future emergencies. Best practices can be shared on the Refugee Coordination Model guidance website here.

            

            This checklist ensures that UNHCR staff can effectively set up and manage a coordinated, inclusive, and sustainable refugee response under the Refugee Coordination Model.

          

        

      

      
        Policies, Guidelines and Useful Links

        
          
            
              
                
                  
                    
                      
                        
                          UNHCR, Refugee Coordination Model Updated Guidance, 2024
                          
                            

                          

                        

                      

                    

                  

                

              

            

          

        

      

      
        Annexes

        
          
            
              
                UNHCR, RCM Annex 1: Emergency Refugee Response Scale-Up Protocol, 2024
                
                  

                

              

            

          

          
            
              
                Serving and Protecting Together: IOM/UNHCR Framework of Engagement, 2022
                
                  

                

              

            

          

          
            
              
                Joint UNHCR and OCHA, Note on Mixed Situations. Coordination in Practice
                
                  

                

              

            

          

          
            
              
                Note on the Mandate of the High Commissioner for Refugees and his Office
                
                  

                

              

            

          

        

      

      
        Learning and field practices

        
          
            
              Refugee Coordination Model guidance website, with practical tools and resources for setting up and running a refugee coordination system, including for creating and launching Refugee Response Plans.

              The Inter-Agency Coordination Course (IACC), available to UNHCR staff members on Workday and to external partners here, aims to expand the competencies and skills needed to discharge leadership and coordination responsibilities across the entire forced displacement spectrum.

            

          

        

      

      
        Links

        
          Refugee Coordination Model Guidance Website
          Updated Refugee Coordination Model Guidance (2024)
          Refugee Emergency Response Scale-Up Protocol (2024)
          Serving and Protecting Together: IOM/UNHCR Framework of Engagement: (2022)
          UNHCR-OCHA Joint Note on Mixed Situations: Coordination in Practice (2014)
        

      

      
        Main contacts

        
          Contact the Partnership and Coordination Service of the Division for External Relations:

          Sara Baschetti: baschett@unhcr.org

          Terra MacKinnon: mackinno@unhcr.org

           

           

        

      

    

  
    Needs assessment for refugee emergencies (NARE)

    
      20 February 2025

      
        Key points

        
          	
      The NARE is an easily customized rapid multi-sectoral needs assessment designed for refugee emergencies, that can also be used in other forced displacement contexts

          	
      A needs assessment team decides what data collection methodologies should be used and which topics should be addressed. NARE users are not obliged to complete the entire assessment set out in the NARE Analytical Framework; they can pick and choose methods and themes depending on their circumstances (resources available, time, the purpose of the assessment, the types of interventions that are planned).  

          	
      Data collection questions in the NARE Analytical Framework may be customized to take account of the local situation. You can change or omit suggested questions, or add new questions

          	
      The NARE Guidance Note contains considerations on how to implement the NARE

        

      

      
        Overview

        
          In refugee situations, UNHCR supports the coordination of a multi-sectoral response based on a joint assessment of the needs of the affected people. The Needs Assessment in Refugee Emergencies (NARE) is a multi-sector rapid assessment approach, designed to assist UNHCR operations in jointly assessing with partners the main unmet needs and concerns of refugees, host communities, and other forcibly displaced persons to inform immediate response planning. More specifically, the NARE answers the following question: What are the current priority concerns for refugees and their host community? 

The key objectives of an emergency needs assessment are:

          
            	To inform programme design and assistance priorities in the early stages of the response

            	To ensure that humanitarian aid is based on need.

            	To ensure that humanitarian aid promotes and does not undermine safe local coping mechanisms.

            	To identify and understand the unique and respective needs of different populations.

            	To make sure that decisions on humanitarian aid are based on facts.

          

          Under its mandate, UNHCR coordinates and leads all aspects of humanitarian responses to refugee emergencies, including joint needs assessments.

        

      

      
        Relevance for emergency operations

        
          The NARE applies several methodologies to produce a rapid cross-sectoral analysis that provides a relatively complete description of needs in a refugee emergency.

        

      

      
        Main guidance

        
          
            Underlying process – how does this work?
          

          The NARE is a community-level multi-sector rapid assessment, designed to obtain an initial understanding of the needs. Following the initial stages of the crisis, where a more detailed needs analysis is still required, an in-depth multi-sector or sector-specific assessment(s) can be conducted complementary to the NARE. The tool is intended to be a one-off activity and not a continuous monitoring system.

          
            UNHCR’s role and accountabilities
          

          In an emergency, the UNHCR Representative in a country is responsible for leading and coordinating an overall refugee needs assessment, through sectoral coordination. In an appropriate inter-agency forum, the Representative should request operational partners to nominate staff to join a needs assessment. A needs assessment coordinator should be identified in UNHCR to contact sector or organizational focal points and follow up. Sectoral leads and emergency coordinators need to decide what information the operational strategy should receive from a needs assessment. An information management officer helps with assessment methodology, design, data collection, analysis and coordination. UNHCR should ensure that the assessment is coordinated with other data collection activities.

The following principles of NARE should be considered in all refugee emergency situations:

          
            	A secondary data review should always take place, to determine what information is already available.

            	Initial needs assessments should be multi-sectoral and coordinated across sectors. (Detailed sector-specific needs assessments can follow the initial multi-sectoral assessment.)

            	Different types of information are best gathered by different data collection techniques, such as facility visits, observations, interviews with key informants and community/focus group discussions.

            	Assessments should always be coordinated to ensure data collection activities produce comparable data, are not redundant and generate a shared vision of the needs and situation.

          

          For a needs assessment in a new refugee emergency, UNHCR should lead a joint multi-sectoral needs assessment that involves a range of sectors and humanitarian actors. Joint assessments help establish a common understanding of the situation and make good use of available resources. At the same time, all assessment activities should be harmonized, to ensure comparability of the data and the most efficient use of resources. This can be coordinated through an assessment working group, or equivalent forum.

          
            Considerations for UNHCR’s engagement at country level
          

          Needs assessments are often situation dependent and many factors may influence their design. They include the level of humanitarian access, whether population movements are stable or dynamic, the amount of time and resources available for the assessment, and the types of interventions that the assessment should inform.

Emergency Needs Assessment Process:
Below are listed the basic steps for designing and conducting an emergency needs assessment. Note that, while they are broadly in order, many steps will run in parallel.

          
            	Identify key stakeholders and determine coordination arrangements.

            	Identify the NARE's objectives, and decisions that require assessment information.

            	Detail the information needs in a data analysis plan. What do we need to know to meet the objective? The list of possible information needs covering the most common information needs during a rapid assessment can be found in the NARE Analytical Framework.

            	Define the level of measurement. The NARE is designed for community level measurement (not household or individual level, which can be done at a later stage).

            	Define the timeframe for the pre influx and the post influx phase that will be measured, for example whether post influx data will be captured since the start of the crisis, or for the last 30 days.

            	Conduct a secondary data review, compile an assessment registry, a 3W (who, what, where), and identify remaining information gaps. Use the NARE Primary data collection/ SDR template.

            	Decide if primary data collection is required. If yes, design a methodology for primary data collection, including how communities will be sampled (see NARE Guidance Annex 2).

            	Define data collection plan using the NARE Primary data collection/ SDR template.

            	Design and test data collection forms. Translate if required.

            	Train the data collection team(s).

            	Undertake primary data collection.

            	Collate, clean, and analyze the information produced. Use the NARE Primary data collection/ SDR template.

            	Undertake joint analysis to identify key findings, priorities, and recommendations.

            	Disseminate data and information products (including with communities).

            	Begin monitoring.

          

          Step 1. Who to involve
In the first phase of a refugee emergency, a wide range of humanitarian agencies, NGOs, government counterparts and possibly donors may be involved in the assessment planning process. Actors responsible for overseeing and providing assistance in the first phase of a response should be included within the assessment process. It is critical to involve WFP and other relevant partners when the population to be assessed is larger than 5,000 persons.

In urban contexts, refugees are often mobile and tend to cluster in the poorest areas of the city, or to disperse across many locations; as a result, they are difficult to identify. Refugee focal points can help the team to identify where refugees live, estimate the population and its demography, locate new points of influx, vulnerable groups, infrastructure and security issues, and identify coping mechanisms. Needs too may change rapidly in an urban context. Protection or community-based protection staff will usually compile the contact addresses of refugee focal points.

The Assessment Team and Refugee Information Management Working Group (RIM WG)
An assessment team is a temporary working group of stakeholders who manage a needs assessment. Members of this team include operational leads who decide what information is required for decision-making, interpret the results of the assessment, and design interventions based on those results; and an information manager, who designs the assessment, selects the sites that will be assessed, compiles the data, and produces final information products. The duties of the assessment team are to:

          
            	Agree on a time frame, a methodology for data collection, a process for cleaning and analysing the results, and how the results will be shared and disseminated.

            	Identify an emergency referral system to deal with urgent interventions that need to be made that are uncovered during the assessment process.

            	Agree on minimum life-saving sectoral data.

            	Finalize the assessment method and design.

            	Select sites.

            	Coordinate resources, training and logistics.

          

          The assessment team will need to identify what resources will be required. If resources are limited, this may affect the assessment's design. It is important to ensure that the resources allocated to the needs assessment are proportionate and reasonable in relation to the anticipated value of the resulting interventions. Ideally, the cost of the assessment should be kept at a minimal and justifiable level.
The information manager may be tasked to: compile an assessment registry and do a 3W (Who, what, where); put together and coordinate needs assessment methodologies; make sure that data sets are compatible; and facilitate data sharing in the context of the Refugee Information Management Work Group (RIM WG). The RIM WG is a forum for coordinating multiple assessments, sharing and tracking available data, and keeping the assessment registry up-to-date. Needs assessment coordination functions should be included in the RIM WG terms of reference, please see assessment working group TOR template.

Step 2. What to assess
Identify clear and precise objectives and a focus for the needs assessment. Following the NARE Guidance Note, detail the information needs. The NARE Analytical Framework is a worksheet covering key questions by thematic area and possible data collection methods that can be customized according to information needs, the context, and available resources. Users are guided through a list of possible areas of information according to the NARE analytical framework and can select questions relevant to the situation. For each thematic area of information, data collection methods are suggested as well as standard questions to be used. Users can filter by topic, sector, data collection methods and phase, to allow decision making to be based on available resources.

          Expected outcomes
At the start of the needs assessment process, ask several questions. What are the underlying causes of risk and vulnerability? Have these causes changed and, if so, how? How widespread is the problem (throughout the country or countries, or in specific areas)? How are host communities coping? Which geographical area is most affected, and which affected groups are the most at risk? How do we expect the situation to develop in the next three months? A crucial first step is to agree what operational information will be most relevant to intervention and programme planners.

Note. Do not start a needs assessment process by designing a data-collection form. Begin by identifying the questions that need to be answered, not the ones that will be asked. If you start with the form, your assessment is much less likely to yield actionable information.

Step 3. Secondary data review
The secondary data review provides valuable information. It should consider a range of issues, including:

          
            	Conditions before the crisis (and whether they aggravated the impact of the crisis).

            	Underlying vulnerabilities. Which groups were already at risk before the crisis?

            	Threats (epidemics, climate, etc.).

            	Current conditions (what is already known about the scope and scale of the crisis and the humanitarian consequences)?

            	Lessons that can be learned from past crises or refugee operations in the same area.

          

          Secondary data are any information that originates from outside the needs assessment, such as data from the Government, monitoring data, etc. It includes data that is owned by UNHCR, such as registration or ProGres data. Primary data are any kind of time-bound information that is collected by completing an assessment form during an emergency needs assessment. In addition to information from humanitarian partners already in situ, secondary data may be collected from or found through ReliefWeb, Alertnet, ACAPS, OCHA, media, blogs, crowd-sourcing, coordination meeting minutes, census data, etc. The NARE primary data collection/ SDR analysis template supports assessment teams to collect and structure the secondary data review.

          Compiling an assessment registry
To help understand the overall situational context, the information manager should ensure that an ‘assessment registry' is compiled. This lists the coverage of current and planned assessments and helps the assessment team to decide where to focus subsequent assessment activities.

Compiling a 3W
To obtain an overview of needs, it is important to understand and map existing services, by type and location, and the capacities of the Government and operational partners, in a detailed 3W (Who, what, when). As part of the secondary data review, protection and programme staff should work with the information manager to compile or expand a 3W for the operation. This can be done through a traditional 3W spreadsheet, which may be used to establish a profile of each administrative unit, highlight service coverage (or its absence), and signal areas that should be included or prioritized in the needs assessment.

For additional information on compiling a 3W, see the Entry on the Who does what where (3W).

Step 4: Primary data collection?
While a needs assessment should always be undertaken when there is a refugee emergency, in some situations primary data should not be collected. Do not collect primary data:

          
            	When collecting data will put collectors or interviewees in danger.

            	When the results of an assessment will be incorrect or biased (for example, because interviewees are too afraid to tell the truth or external factors will distort data collection).

            	When a population feels over-assessed and may be hostile to additional needs assessments.

            	When programmatic decisions have already been made, and the assessment results will have no operational relevance.

          

          In the above situations, it may be appropriate to assess needs by means of a secondary data review only (without collecting primary data).

Emergency referral system
Before collecting primary data, protection staff should arrange an emergency referrals system for the assessment team, by sector, with focal points identified. When field data collection teams come across life-saving issues or cases requiring urgent intervention (a collective centre in need of a water, sanitation and hygiene (WASH) intervention, an individual who needs urgent protection), they should know how to refer them to appropriate service providers. To this end, teams should carry with information on UNHCR's referral mechanisms for assistance. In this manner, the emergency referral process and needs assessment fieldwork can be kept separate, and urgent action reports will not be mixed with assessment information for data entry. The emergency referral system needs to be operational when the field assessment occurs.

Needs assessment logistics and equipment
When planning an assessment, it is essential to cover the logistical requirements of the teams that will collect data. Core equipment includes appropriate vehicles, first aid kits, computers or tablets, radio or satellite phones, GPS devices, cell phones and chargers with appropriate SIM cards and credit, flashlights, spare batteries for all equipment, physical maps, and stationery. They will also need interview guides. Ensure that teams carry adequate food and water, particularly if supplies are difficult to obtain in the areas they visit.

Assessment method and survey design
The unit of measurement for an emergency needs assessment should be the community rather than the household or individual. This saves time and reduces the volume of primary data that needs to be gathered. Techniques of data collection at community level include direct observation, key informant interviews, and focus group discussions.

The recommended unit of measurement for an urban needs assessment is a neighbourhood or district. In addition to the above techniques, an urban needs assessment might gather information using crowd-sourcing technology or refugee call-in lines (either at the start or later on).

Participatory and AGD approaches
Assessments must be designed and conducted to allow the people for whom UNHCR works to voice their opinions about their own needs.

Needs assessments must adopt an age, gender and diversity (AGD) approach, because the emergency will affect sub-groups in different ways. Field data collection teams need to be gender-balanced and to have had training in participatory approaches and conducting survey questionnaires before they collect primary data.

          
Community participation helps to build on a community's capacities. It also reduces the risk that needs assessments, and the humanitarian interventions to which they give rise, will undermine local coping mechanisms, neglect the needs of marginalized social groups, or waste resources on aid that is not required.

Data collection teams must explicitly request permission from interviewees to use the information they provide (informed consent). Personal information can never be disclosed or transferred for purposes other than those for which it was originally collected and for which consent was explicitly given.

Site selection
As the unit of measurement is at the community level, it may be possible to select key informants for each community (such as a site) in the first weeks of an emergency. When not possible, diversity-driven purposive sampling is the preferred sampling method. Purposive sampling aims to sample as many types of site as possible. For more information on sampling, refer to the NARE Guidance Note Annex 2: Selecting the NARE Sampling Approach.

Step 5: Designing and implementing tools
Data collection questions in the NARE may be further customized, suggested questions may be changed or omitted, and new questions inserted. The NARE primary data collection/ SDR analysis template supports assessment teams to collect and structure the primary data collection following a secondary data review. The final product from this template will support the discussions during an assessment joint analysis workshop.

          Primary data-collection forms must be tested before starting a full needs assessment in the field. Testing may be done with local colleagues: what matters is to be sure that the questions are clear and that answers can be analysed. Design of the questionnaire in the appropriate language is the preferred option. Translation is costly, time-consuming and, if done inappropriately, can greatly reduce data quality and accuracy. Plan and budget for translation at an early stage.

          Agreement on minimum life-saving sectoral data
Needs assessment questions should focus on gathering the core emergency life-saving data that are required for the first phase of an emergency response. All questions should relate directly to operational information that has been prioritized by the assessment team.
When prioritizing assessment questions, consider using a prioritization graph to facilitate a group discussion of questions to include in the assessment. Prioritize data elements that have life-saving importance and are easy to collect.

Step 6: Data cleaned, jointly analysed and agreed upon
Analysis should be done as much as possible jointly with the team involved, including partners, and other subject matter and geographic experts. Pooling existing expertise ensures that the analysis is likely to be more comprehensive, robust and accurate. Analysis by staff from different backgrounds can help to mitigate biases, while joint analytical processes can go a long way to create a common understanding of the situation and buy-in for the results.

In order for a needs assessment to have operational impact for the benefit of affected populations, analysis results must be communicated quickly and in an effective manner for key audiences. A dissemination plan should be developed to help facilitate this.

          The report should be as short as possible, and the outline should be developed at the outset of the needs assessment initiative in order for stakeholders to agree on expectations and anticipated results. The NARE package includes a report template specifically for the NARE.

          The results of an emergency needs assessment need to be set against any existing contingency plans. The information gathered should also be evaluated, for validity and relevance, the reliability of source(s), and the degree to which it corroborates other information. Any evidence or suspicion of fraud, misconduct, or falsely reported needs (to attract or deny aid to a place or group) must be reported to senior management.

People affected by the crisis deserve to know the findings of the needs assessment. This transparency enables them to hold the humanitarian efforts accountable for their actions, and use the evidence to plan their own response strategies. However, it is crucial to be honest and clear about the limitations of interventions (ongoing and planned) and avoid making false promises or raising unrealistic expectations. Throughout the assessment process, communication with affected people should be respectful and transparent, utilizing community-preferred and trusted communication channels.

          The assessment coordinator should ensure that links between the assessment and monitoring needs are taken into consideration by the RIM WG and operational leads. For example, if the needs assessment shows there are severe problems in a particular sector or in one community, this information should be used to trigger monitoring of those problems. The assessment team should themselves verify the accuracy of the report and acknowledge any weaknesses of documentation or method in the final results.

In addition to the assessment report, the NARE contributes to camp profiles, updates, and funding appeals, as well as other information products. A ‘refugee dashboard' (a one- or two-page visualization of key needs) may be produced to show the results. UNHCR colleagues can refer to the CORE Guidance on creating and releasing public information products in the first weeks of newly declared refugee emergencies.

          
            NARE Package
          

          
            	
              NARE Guidance Note
            

            	
              NARE Analytical framework
            

            	
              NARE primary data collection/ SDR template
            

            	
              NARE report template
            

          

        

      

      
        Checklist

        
          
            Establish an assessment working group with operational leads and an information manager.

          

          
            Compile an assessment registry.

          

          
            Clearly define assessment goals and expected outcomes.

          

          
            Use the NARE Analytical Framework to define information needs.

          

          
            Review existing data and identify gaps.

          

          
            Assess necessity for primary data based on safety, accuracy, and operational relevance.

          

          
            Select target population group(s), define what a community is as a unit of measurement, and if necessary, use diversity-driven purposive sampling, adopting an Age, Gender, and Diversity (AGD) approach when selecting respondents.

          

          
            Customize NARE questions, test forms before deployment.

          

          
            Establish a mechanism for urgent interventions during data collection.

          

          
            Evaluate validity, relevance, and reliability of gathered information.

          

          
            Conduct joint analysis involving diverse team members.

          

          
            Develop a plan for quick and effective communication using NARE report template.

          

          
            Communicate findings quickly and transparently via people’s preferred channels, clearly stating intervention limitations.

          

          
            Integrate results into relevant products, consider a 'refugee dashboard'.

          

        

      

      
        Links

        
          UNHCR Assessment and Monitoring Resource Centre
          UNHCR Needs Assessment Handbook
          Data and Information Management
        

      

      
        Main contacts

        
          
            hqdspr@unhcr.org
          

           

        

      

    

  
    Inter-agency Refugee Response Plans (RRPs)

    
      26 August 2025

      
        Key points

        
          	
      An RRP is an inter-agency planning, coordination and fundraising tool that supports host governments in providing protection and assistance to refugees, the communities hosting them and other relevant population groups in large and complex emergencies through international solidarity.

          	
      It is designed to assist UNHCR and partners to operationalize the Refugee Coordination Model (consult entry RCM)  and reflects UNHCR’s facilitation and convening role, as set out in its mandate and the Global Compact on Refugees.

          	
      Country RRPs reflect the needs of all refugee populations hosted in a country. In emergency situations, a country RRP can also be developed targeting one refugee population or covering a specific geographic area, reflecting the context, the protection and solutions strategy, and the inter-agency response to the new emergency.

          	
      Regional RRPs are developed under the leadership of a Regional Refugee Coordinator and consist of a regional overview and country chapters summarizing the protection and solutions strategies and inter-agency responses related to a specific refugee population at the country level.

          	
      It is essential to involve the government and the whole humanitarian community, refugees and host community from the start of an emergency in preparing the RRP.

          	
      Ensure that requirements by agencies are realistic, match presence and capacity in the country, and can be implemented within the RRP timelines. Avoid duplication or overlaps in budgeting. When agencies issue their own appeals, take account of requirements that might be included in the budgets of UNHCR or other UN agencies.

          	
      Draft RRPs in language that is agency-neutral and avoid focusing on agency-specific planning.

        

      

      
        Overview

        
          An RRP is inter-agency planning, coordination and fundraising tool that supports host governments in providing protection and assistance to refugees in large and complex emergencies through international solidarity. It is designed to assist UNHCR and partners in operationalizing the Refugee Coordination Model (RCM).

          The RRP articulates the protection and solution priorities and describes the needs of refugees and their host communities, outlines how and by whom these needs will be addressed, and defines the collective financial requirements of all RRP partners. RRPs reflect UNHCR’s facilitation and convening role, as set out in its mandate and the Global Compact on Refugees, build on host government approaches and capacities, involve a wide array of actors1 and incorporate refugee and host communities’ abilities.

          
            

            
              1 Including UN agencies, international NGOs, local NGOs, refugee-led organizations, sports organizations, development entities, and private sector actors, among others.

            

          

        

      

      
        Main guidance

        
          
            
              Purpose and scope
            
          

          An RRP is prepared in situations where the scale of a refugee crisis requires a formal coordinated inter-agency response plan. The RRP sets out a strategy and implementation plan that provides a framework for all partners involved. The strategy should be guided by the principle of ‘inclusion from the start’, where immediate actions in the emergency phase are selected and designed to facilitate later inclusion of refugees in national systems and services. The planning process should be inclusive, building on partner's comparative advantage to produce a complementary combination of interventions to respond to refugee emergencies in various contexts. The plan serves as advocacy tool and seeks to mobilise international support and funding for the collective response, and raise the profile of the emergency response for more visibility of refugee and host community needs. While an RRP is developed in close collaboration and consultation with relevant government counterparts in countries of asylum, it should not include financial requirements of host governments.

          Refugees should be included in the response design and implementation of an RRP along with other partners to ensure responses are needs-driven and impactful. It is also necessary to capitalize on networks of local NGOs, refugee-led organizations, development, and private sector actors. For further guidance see Localization in UNHCR-led Coordination Structures (July 2023).

          Country RRPs reflect the needs of all refugee populations hosted in a country. In emergency situations, a country RRP can also be developed targeting one refugee population or covering a specific geographic area, reflecting the context, the protection and solutions strategy, the inter-agency response to the new emergency. These are developed and coordinated under the leadership of the host country, where possible, and the Refugee Coordinator, who is typically the UNHCR Country Representative.

          Regional RRPs are developed in situations involving more than one refugee-hosting country, under the leadership of a Regional Refugee Coordinator, typically the UNHCR Regional Bureau Director, to ensure a coherent engagement of all actors within an overarching vision for protection and solutions. Regional RRPs consist of a regional overview and country chapters summarizing the protection and solutions strategies and inter-agency responses related to a specific refugee population at the country level.

          An RRP can also be adapted for mixed refugee and migrant situations, resulting in a Refugee and Migrant Response Plan, typically co-led by UNHCR and IOM, in response to the challenges related to identifying and protecting refugees within broader population movements.

          Depending on the context of the displacement situation and the capacity of host communities, the RRP focuses on reinforcing and supporting national structures, where conditions permit.

          The response plan should be pillared on broadening partnerships and channel efforts to achieve the Global Compact on Refugees (GRF) objectives, underpinned by the Comprehensive Refugee Response Framework (CRRF) and incorporating the humanitarian-development and peace nexus into the response.

          Country Plans and Country Chapters of Regional RRPs should be reviewed and vetted by country MFT and Senior Management. This is followed by review from the Regional Bureau and UNHCR DER / Partnerships and Coordination Service (plan 10 days for PCS review) that is consulting relevant Divisions/Services in HQ as required.

          Note: An RRP does not cover UNHCR’s involvement in internal displacement caused by conflicts or natural disaster. These are covered by the IASC cluster approach system in a separate planning process led by the Humanitarian Coordinator and supported by OCHA. UNHCR may be a partner in these responses as member of the Humanitarian Country Team (HCT) and potentially as a cluster lead. Please consult the entries on the IASC Cluster Approach and the Humanitarian Programme Cycle for more information. In mixed settings situations where refugee situations coexist with other humanitarian crises, including those involving internally displaced people, UNHCR works in close partnership with the wider UN humanitarian system, guided by the Joint UNHCR-OCHA “Note on Mixed Situations” (2014). The Joint Note provides a flexible framework for determining how best to organize coordination. 

          The RRP:

          
            	Provides partners with a platform and tools to coordinate an inter-agency refugee response and engage additional partners;

            	Sets out a monitoring framework to understand progress towards planned results and allow for corrective action where necessary.

            	Raises the profile of the refugee response and enhances refugee inclusion in national and local development plans and policies;

            	Mobilizes resources for operationally engaged partners by providing donors with a jointly agreed plan;

            	Provides the host government and donors with an overview of actors and actions in the refugee response within an overarching common vision and coherent engagement in pursuit of protection and solutions.

            	Aligns with other planning frameworks, such as national development plans and UNSDCFs, which sets the groundwork for an eventual transition of the refugee response out of the RRP and RCM framework.

          

          
            Operational cycle
          

          Needs assessments: An RRP is developed through the country coordination structures and is based on evidence and findings from needs assessments. The needs assessment for refugee emergencies (NARE) is designed to assist in setting up initial multi-sectoral needs assessments when there has been a significant sudden, forced displacement of populations across borders. Through joint assessments and analysis, RRP partners step up cooperation, exchange information and shape a common understanding of challenges and interventions. Assessments should consult refugee and host communities about their needs, capacities and possible solutions.

          Plan development: Within the refugee response structures, the Refugee Coordinator engages stakeholders to develop an emergency inter-agency RRP within the first week of the situation to cover the first three to six months. When the situation persists, the RRP is reviewed and extended, aligned with the calendar year. Based on jointly agreed planning assumptions and broad strategic objectives, the RRP sets out the comprehensive protection, multi-sectoral assistance and solutions strategy for the refugee response based on the feedback of refugees and affected communities; priority areas of intervention; comprehensive financial requirements; and a reporting, monitoring and evaluation framework. Sector working groups determine sector-specific objectives and activities within the overall protection strategy based on sector-level assessments.

          Sector plans should provide:

          
            	A situation analysis for the sector;

            	An overview of needs and vulnerabilities;

            	Planning figures for assistance-targeted populations, disaggregated by age, gender and, where relevant, location;

            	List of intervention locations;

            	Key assumptions that affect the work of the sector (such as government policies, refugee specific needs and protection related risks, security issues, etc.);

            	Monitoring framework

            	Financial requirements, disaggregated by partner.

          

          Information Management: In an early stage in the RRP planning process, UNHCR will reinforce its country data and information management capacity. Data portals facilitate coordination and information-sharing among stakeholders engaged in the response. Online inter-agency RRP portal (operational data portals: Operational Data Portal (unhcr.org)) should be established with the support of UNHCR HQ. In addition, as part of UNHCR’s information management and dissemination role, field operations should produce external inter-agency operational updates to report on the progress achieved by all agencies in the country and regional RRPs, separate from UNHCR-specific updates.

          Monitoring and reporting on results: Every RRP should have a monitoring framework that sets out the indicators (and their targets), as well as the process and tools for collecting data, analyzing, using and disseminating the monitoring findings. RRP partners monitor the progress of the planned results via the monitoring framework. Detailed guidance on establishing and implementing a monitoring framework for an RRP is available in the RRP Monitoring Guidance. UNHCR operations include RRP indicators in their country strategy results framework and M&E plan. For alignment between sectors and UNHCR outcome areas see the following guide: How RRP Sectors correspond to UNHCR Outcome Areas.

          Fundraising: While the RRP is not linked to a pooled fund and while activities in an RRP are not guaranteed funding, donors do favour funding activities that are part of a single vetted inter-agency strategic response plan coordinated with host governments, complementing their action. The (Regional) Refugee Coordinator, Refugee Coordination Forum and sector coordinators create opportunities to publicize the RRP and the partners’ resource requirements, contributions and impacts. They also seek to engage with donors by keeping them informed about operational and political developments related to the RRP, such as achievements, constraints, funding gaps, and ways to support advocacy efforts.

          Fund tracking: As the lead coordinating agency, UNHCR is responsible for tracking funding received for the RRPs and for sharing inter-agency funding updates. The Refugee Funding Tracker (RFT) was developed by UNHCR as a platform compiling all financial data related to refugee programmes. All partners, including UN agencies, NGOs and others appealing for funds within a RRP, must report the funds they receive against their requirements. Reporting on funding received is essential to portray an accurate picture of the funding gaps for the host governments, donors, and partners throughout the year.

          
            Recap
          

          An RRP includes:

          
            	A situation analysis, including contextual information and maps;

            	Planning figures;

            	An overview of the needs and vulnerabilities of the refugees, host communities and other persons of concern as relevant;

            	Strategic protection and solutions priorities;

            	Key sector specific responses by partners, and their responsibilities;

            	Indicators with baselines and targets for each planned result (Monitoring Framework);

            	Inter-agency budget;

            	Coordination arrangements.

          

          A regional RRP includes:

          
            	Regional planning  figures and strategic protection and solutions objectives;

            	A plan or chapter for refugee-hosting country;

            	Regional working group and sector arrangements;

            	Inter-agency financial requirements, broken down by country of asylum and sector;

            	Regional coordination arrangements.

          

        

      

      
        Post emergency phase

        
          While the RRP primarily capture humanitarian activities, national and international development and peace actors are coherently involved in the RRPs from the start of a response, as per nexus efforts. Depending on the country context, this means that RRP partners need to establish a timeline and steps or benchmarks to link or embed longer-term refugee inclusion objectives in national or local development plans, UNSDCF or other frameworks of relevance, while maintaining UNHCR’s mandated responsibilities and accountabilities.

          The UN Development System reform and the strengthened role of the Resident Coordinator (RC) has presented UNHCR and RRP partners with opportunities to work with the RCs to advance the inclusion of refugees and solutions in countries of origin, as part of the commitment to leave no one behind, and to facilitate the engagement of development actors in refugee responses.

          Other frameworks to engage with in transition settings include the comprehensive approaches proposed within the Global Compact on Refugees’ “Programme of Action”, and the regional and national support platforms for thematic engagement (MIRPS, IGAD, SSAR, CAR) encouraging regional cooperation among countries of origin, transit and destination for a greater responsibility-sharing in matters of prevention, protection and durable solutions. These mechanisms integrate cooperating States in the platforms and work alongside regional and international organizations committed to the humanitarian and development agenda.

        

      

      
        RRP Action Plan

        
          
            Following a decision to develop an RRP, UNHCR, the government and RRP partners agree on a detailed timeline for preparing an RRP and a coordination mechanism, determining sector co-coordinating agencies.

          

          
            The Refugee Coordinator forms a small core strategy group composed of senior representatives of response agencies and convenes a strategy meeting. This group prepares a situation analysis, develops the planning scenario and assumptions, reviews the protection and solutions priorities and establishes the strategic objectives. These are communicated to sector co-coordinators and sector members.

          

          
            The draft RRP should include the financial requirements of agencies participating in the response by sector. The RRP is based on available evidence and a needs analysis.

          

          
            Circulate a consolidated draft for review to the core strategy group and all response agencies, including government counterparts.

          

          
            The Refugee Coordinator provides a consolidated RRP draft to UNHCR the Regional Bureau and headquarters for review.

          

          
            Thereafter, the Refugee Coordinator shares the draft with the participating agencies for information and further feedback. At that stage, a validation meeting could be organized among all the partners involved.

          

          
            The Refugee Coordinator, in cooperation with UNHCR headquarters, reviews and integrates the comments of other agencies;  upon approval by the UNHCR Regional Bureau Director and headquarters, the RRP is finalized and prepared for launch.

          

          
            The RRP is launched where possible with the host government, partners, as well as donors and other stakeholders; if possible and where appropriate, with the OCHA HRP.

          

        

      

      
        Links

        
          RRP 2025 Guidance Note
          RRP page of the RCM website
          RRPs on the UNHCR Operational Data Portal
          Accessible to UNHCR staff only: UNHCR Intranet Site on RRPs 
        

      

      
        Main contacts

        
          Contact the UNHCR Partnership and Coordination Service: hqng00@unhcr.org

        

      

    

  
    The Global Compact on Refugees in emergencies

    
      26 July 2024

      
        Key points

        
          	
      Appoint a dedicated member of staff (a Global Compact on Refugees [GCR] focal point) to oversee the implementation of the GCR within the emergency response in your organization

          	
      Review existing pledges relevant to the country operation made by the host government, donors and other actors to assess whether these can be activated in support of the response

          	
      Support the host country government in establishing an interministerial working group to develop a comprehensive response plan (paragraph 21 of the GCR) in alignment with the Refugee Coordination Model (RCM) and the Refugee Response Plan (RRP)

          	
      You can see if your country is one of the more than 50 in which UN agencies have signed up to the UN Common Pledge on its summary page. UNHCR and UN agencies in the country can activate the UN Common Pledge by contacting the Office of the UN Resident Coordinator, who can provide detailed guidance on how to leverage this pledge in emergency settings

          	
      Mobilize the thematic multi-stakeholder pledges and regional Support Platforms in support of the RRP

          	
      Leverage the existing or planned development funding of multilateral development banks (MDBs) and development actors to ensure socioeconomic inclusion and access to national services for refugees on par with that of nationals

        

      

      
        Overview

        
          The objectives of the Global Compact on Refugees (GCR), affirmed by the General Assembly in 2018, are to (i) ease pressures on host countries; (ii) enhance refugee self-reliance; (iii) expand access to third-country solutions; and (iv) support conditions in countries of origin for return in safety and dignity. The extensive database of pledges announced since the first Global Refugee Forum (GRF) in 2019 provides an important entry point in emergencies – it should be used to identify existing political will and commitments of States; and the support that other stakeholders can provide to the host country or directly to refugees and host communities. Additionally, the thematic multi-stakeholder pledges and regional Support Platforms already have action plans for each country and can be used to request “whole-of-society” support.

          As detailed in the GCR, UNHCR has the mandate to establish a Refugee Response Plan (RRP) – an inter-agency planning, coordination and fundraising tool – that aligns with national policies and priorities, and includes a diverse panel of relevant stakeholders. When establishing and leading a country RRP, UNHCR is encouraged to remind stakeholders of the pledges that they have made at previous GRFs that are directly relevant to the RRP, emphasizing the need for these pledges to be implemented, and highlighting that the RRP is also an avenue to pursue and fast-track the fulfillment of these crucial commitments in support of refugee responses and advancing support for host countries.

        

      

      
        Relevance for emergency operations

        
          Complementary to the RRP, the GCR provides a blueprint for advancing responsibility-sharing, coordination and the socioeconomic empowerment of refugees and host communities at the outset of an emergency. The GCR brings development actors on-board, jointly building data to inform the response, and serves as a guide for inclusion of refugees in national services, systems and development plans. It is brought to life by thousands of pledges made by GCR stakeholders, many of which can be adapted to suit emergency responses, alongside a collection of more than 500 good practices, providing inspiration and practical advice for projects and initiatives.

        

      

      
        Main guidance

        
          The GCR emphasizes the importance of national and regional arrangements, and it is recommended to use the relevant existing regional Support Platforms and mechanisms.

          Similarly, several States have pledged implementation plans, which can prove important to the implementation of national RRPs. Pledges also provide a good complement to RRPs, which do not include the financial requests of national authorities or line ministries. If no such plans exist, the government may be supported in creating a “whole-of-government” approach in which a central authority (e.g. the Prime Minister’s Office) coordinates a comprehensive plan where each ministry (education, health, labour, infrastructure, etc.) has its own responsibilities and targets that are SMART (Specific, Measurable, Attainable, Realistic, Timebound), and at times, costed. This will allow non-state actors and donors alike to clearly identify areas of complementary support (this process is also known as the multi-stakeholder approach).

          
            Host country pledges
          

          
            	Host government policy pledges can serve as a starting point to identify political will and potential systems and resources available that could be matched with financial, technical and material pledges made by others in alignment with the RRP.

            	
              Action points:
              
                	Appoint a dedicated member of staff (a GCR focal point) to oversee the implementation of the GCR within the emergency response.

                	Review existing pledges relevant to the country operation made by the host government, donors and non-state actors to assess whether these can be activated in support of the response.

                	Establish an interministerial working group to develop a comprehensive response plan (paragraph 21 of the GCR) in alignment with the RCM.

              

            

          

          
            Multi-stakeholder pledges
          

          
            	The multi-stakeholder pledges, which already list a range of actors and countries involved, can be used as a tool to request support under various themes, including creating a sustainable human settlement from the outset of an emergency; requesting asylum capacity support; promoting refugee inclusion in national services (health, education, statistics and social protection); ensuring the protection of women and their inclusion at all levels of decision-making; encouraging economic opportunities and food security; and peaceful coexistence; or requesting pro bono legal support.

            	The respective multi-stakeholder pledge leaders can be contacted to express need for financial, technical and material support. Contact details are available on each of the multi-stakeholder pledge pages on the GCR Digital Platform.

            	Action points:	See if your country of operation is one of the 50 in which the UN agencies have signed up to the Common Pledge here. In coordination with the focal point at Headquarters, UNHCR can further activate the UN Common Pledge by contacting the Office of the United Nations Resident Coordinator, who can provide detailed guidance on how to leverage this pledge in emergency settings.
	Mobilize the thematic multi-stakeholder pledges and regional Support Platforms in support of the RRP (contacts can be found under each pledge page).



          

          The main opportunities for utilizing the multi-stakeholder pledges in emergencies are outlined below, although the list is not exhaustive. Many of the pledges have focus countries, but a request to include new countries can be communicated through UNHCR or directly to the pledge leadership.

          
            A) Camp settings:
          

          
            	Climate Resilient Sustainable Human Settlements for Refugees and their Hosting Communities: to promote and implement a sustainable and integrated approach to environmental and climate action mainstreaming, shelter and housing, access to basic services, governance and improved urban planning.

            	Agriculture, Food Systems, and Food Security: to ensure that food assistance, food systems and agriculture are leveraged to sustainably meet the immediate needs of refugees, and stateless and other forcibly displaced persons.

            	Refugee Environmental Protection Fund: to create an innovative and sustainable financing mechanism to invest in impactful reforestation and clean cooking  programmes in climate-vulnerable displacement situations.

          

          
            B) Inclusion:
          

          
            	Statistical inclusion: for refugees to be included in national censuses and statistics to make them visible from the onset of an emergency.

            	Economic Inclusion and Social Protection: to advance the economic inclusion and social protection of refugees, other forcibly displaced and stateless persons, and host communities.

            	Education (primary, secondary and tertiary, and ensuring technological access): for all refugee children to have access to safe, quality and relevant education opportunities and to expand access to higher education and self-reliance for refugee and host community youth.

            	National Health System Inclusion: for sustainable and equitable access to health care and related services at affordable costs, and emergency preparedness and response to support States and non-state actors in preparing for mental health and psychosocial outcomes due to displacement-related emergencies.

            	Inclusion in gender-based violence (GBV) services (Gender Equality and Protection from GBV pledge): including provisions for emergency preparedness and scaling up response capacity so that displaced and stateless women and girls have improved access to inclusive and quality GBV prevention and response services and to foster innovative partnerships with Women Refugee-led Organizations (WRLOs).

          

          
            C) Onward movement:
          

          
            	Refugee Travel Documents: the 21st Century Nansen Passport – easy, ready access to renewable travel documents that protect against refoulement, provide access to complementary pathways and family reunification schemes, and can be accepted as ID, aiding self-reliance.

            	Resettlement: implementing remote processing modalities for interviewing and selection, and establishing a mechanism to respond to sudden or unforeseen humanitarian needs by providing additional resettlement quotas.

            	Anti-trafficking: enhanced protection for asylum-seekers, refugees, stateless persons and migrants at risk or affected by trafficking in persons.

            	Protection at sea: new concrete steps to ensure the protection of asylum-seekers, refugees, stateless persons and migrants moving by sea.

            	Alternatives to detention: rights-based alternatives to immigration detention for asylum-seekers, refugees, stateless persons and migrants.

          

          
            D) Peaceful coexistence with host communities:
          

          
            	Peacebuilding and conflict prevention: to address root causes of forced displacement and create conducive conditions for safe and dignified return and reintegration.

            	Prevention of hate speech, misinformation and disinformation: to prevent the harmful impact on displaced and stateless populations, and on humanitarian action, of mis/disinformation and hate speech.

          

          
            E) Support for protection :
          

          
            	2023 Global Legal Community pledge: to increase refugees’ access to legal services and information around the globe.

            	Asylum Capacity Support Group: to strengthen the fairness, efficiency, adaptability and integrity of national asylum systems.

          

          
            F) Coordination and non-transactional partnerships:
          

          
            	UN Common Pledge: need, risk and vulnerabilities are reduced over multiple years, through coherent, whole-of-UN support for hosting countries. The pledge is led by the Resident Coordinator and has been established in 50 countries as of 2024.

            	Support Platforms: The Support Platform is a flexible modality for the provision of situation-specific support from the international community.

            	Cities pledge: new support for climate action; support for policies that advance inclusion and durable solutions; support for policies and practices that increase opportunities for labour mobility and education; and identification of additional needs for humanitarian, development and peace cooperation.

          

        

      

      
        Post emergency phase

        
          
            	In the post-emergency phase, it is important to mobilize national and local governments, MDBs and development actors to leverage their existing or planned development funding to ensure socioeconomic inclusion and access to national services for refugees on par with that of nationals.

            	Advocate with the government and other stakeholders to submit pledges at the GRF. The GRF provides important opportunities to make an extra push for States to submit new pledges or implement existing ones, and to call for upscaled support for refugee resilience, easing pressure on the host country and unlocking solutions in third countries or in countries of origin by way of voluntary returns.

            	Give visibility to existing policy pledges at future events (such as the GRF, the High-Level Officials Meeting, regional meetings, donor missions, etc.) to advocate for resource mobilization and implementation.

          

        

      

      
        Checklist

        
          
            a) Staffing:

            
              	Appoint a GCR focal point.

              	Have a standing section on the GCR in reports and meetings, linking to key thematic areas.

              	Ensure adequate staffing with development or solutions profiles.

            

          

          
            
              b) Coordination with government:
            

            
              	Explore the possibility of establishing an interministerial working group to develop a comprehensive response plan (paragraph 21 of the GCR) in alignment with the RCM.

              	Check if the UN Common Pledge is already active in the country and draw upon the plan where applicable to advance GCR implementation.

            

          

          
            c) Coordination (framework) with partners:

            
              	Use the pledges database as a basis for partnerships.

              	Embed the GCR in the RCM, which is often activated by UNHCR at an early stage of the emergency.

              	Make linkages between the pledges and the United Nations Sustainable Development Cooperation Framework (UNSDCF) work that the United Nations country team (UNCT) is undertaking together with the government and development actors for the transition from a traditional humanitarian response to one anchored in development approaches in line with the GCR.

              	Mobilize development actors and MDBs to support investment in refugee-hosting areas.

            

          

        

      

      
        Policies, Guidelines and Useful Links
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        Links

        
          Pledges dashboard
          Good practices
          GCR newsletter
        

      

      
        Main contacts

        
          Global Compact on Refugees Coordination Team:

          
            hqgcr@unhcr.org
          

        

      

    

  
    Shelter Cluster

    
      15 October 2024

      
        Key points

        
          	
      Contact UNHCR’s Global Shelter Cluster Section in the Division of Resilience and Solutions (DRS) as soon as there is an indication that cluster activation will be discussed. This early contact allows the section to provide guidance and effective support




          	
      UNHCR leads the Shelter Cluster in conflict-related emergencies. Representatives should consult UNHCR’s Global Shelter Cluster Section if they believe their office cannot assume this role, as a decision not to lead contradicts UNHCR policy and guidance and can have significant operational and reputational consequences

          	
      Appointing an NGO partner or government body as co-chair / co-lead is encouraged by the IASC, where appropriate and possible. However, this decision should only be made after consulting UNHCR’s Global Shelter Cluster Section due to its operational implications

          	
      Coordinating a cluster is a full-time responsibility and should not be combined nor merged with other functions. A dedicated full-time Shelter Cluster Coordination Officer and Information Management Officer (IMO) should be appointed. Other coordination positions (Technical Coordinator, Sub-national Cluster Coordinators) are also typically required

          	
      UNHCR’s Global Shelter Cluster Section can deploy surge capacity for coordination and information management at short notice to help establish a cluster or provide support during emergencies. It can also provide advice and assistance from headquarters

        

      

      
        Overview

        
          The Global Shelter Cluster was established in 2005 and is co-led by UNHCR (for conflict situations) and IFRC (for disaster situations) at the global level. The Shelter Cluster is an inter-agency mechanism coordinating shelter, settlements, and shelter-related non-food items (NFIs) in humanitarian responses to internal displacement (IDP) situations. When activated at the country level, it coordinates emergency shelter and NFI responses with Shelter Cluster partners, other clusters, and government authorities, supporting both immediate needs (through the provision of plastic sheeting, shelter kits, tents, cash, and NFIs) and long-term recovery (through transitional shelter, housing reconstruction, capacity building, etc.).

          The Shelter Cluster promotes the integration of disaster risk reduction measures into shelter design and construction. Protection mainstreaming and risk analysis, particularly around housing, land, and property (HLP) rights, are key considerations. Close coordination with the Protection Cluster and other clusters is therefore essential.

        

      

      
        Relevance for emergency operations

        
          The Shelter Cluster aims to ensure a coordinated approach to meeting shelter needs, thereby strengthening leadership, coordination, and accountability in the humanitarian shelter sector. UNHCR should advocate for the activation of shelter clusters when there are shelter needs, and when the government requires additional capacity to coordinate shelter-related responses. According to UNHCR’s Policy on Engagement in Situations of Internal Displacement, UNHCR should lead the Shelter Cluster in conflict situations.

          The UNHCR Global Shelter Cluster Section should be contacted immediately if cluster activation is anticipated.

          Please note that the cluster coordination approach applies in internal displacement and disaster situations. In refugee situations, the IASC framework does not apply, and responses are coordinated under the Refugee Coordination Model (RCM). In mixed contexts, the "Joint UNHCR–OCHA Note on Mixed Situations: Coordination in Practice" (2014) applies.

        

      

      
        Main guidance

        
          The Shelter Cluster has developed a variety of tools and guidance for shelter operations, available on the Global Shelter Cluster (GSC) website. The Global Shelter Cluster Coordinator and the support team at headquarters are available to provide advice as needed.

          
            	Preparedness/Pre-crisis:	Understand and familiarize your team with Shelter and settlements issues and the Shelter Cluster, and the responsibilities of UNHCR as Cluster Lead Agency: The shelter sector is broad, covering household or shelter-related NFIs, emergency shelter, transitional and longer-term shelter, and settlement-related issues, including settlement planning and infrastructure development. UNHCR leads in conflict contexts, which includes being the first point of contact for the activation of the cluster at the country level and acting as the “provider of last resort".
	Familiarize your team with Shelter and the Shelter Cluster: Educate your team on the broader impact and importance of Shelter in achieving protection, improving health, and creating a foundation for livelihoods. Several helpful resources are available, including the Guidance Package on UNHCR’s Engagement in Situations of Internal Displacement (public) or UNHCR’s internal "Building Blocks" and the Implementation Planning Tool for IDP contexts.
	Advocate for activation and leadership by UNHCR: Analyze the evolving emergency situation and the country's context to identify whether existing coordination mechanisms can cope with the demands. Contact donors early on, as resources and donor support will be needed. Donors can offer funding and valuable expertise, insights, and influence with governments and cluster partners, which can significantly support the cluster.
	Pre-identify Shelter Cluster partners, particularly the government and local actors: Begin establishing contacts with shelter actors already present in the country, including local shelter organizations, architects or engineers’ societies, and academia. Identify the appropriate government bodies that can serve as counterparts to the Shelter Cluster or co-lead the coordination mechanism, including at the subnational level, where relevant.



          

          

          Once the Shelter Cluster is activated at the country level:

          
            	Cluster Coordination Team: Appoint a dedicated Shelter Cluster Coordinator and Information Management Officer (IMO).

            	Terms of Reference (ToR): Develop clear ToR to define the role of the Shelter Cluster, its scope, membership regulations, and national structure, including sub-national coordination mechanisms where appropriate. Where appropriate and possible, co-leadership with Government bodies and NGO partners is strongly encouraged.

            	Strategic Advisory Group (SAG): Chaired by the Cluster Coordinator, the SAG is responsible for developing the cluster strategic framework, setting priorities, and managing the work plan. SAG members should represent the full range of Shelter Cluster partners (e.g., INGOs, national NGOs, UN agencies, government representatives), with no more than 10 members.

            	Shelter Strategy: Initially, create a one-page document outlining the goals of the Shelter Cluster, including responsibilities and timeframes. Do not aim for perfection at the outset but focus on providing direction, elaborating details over time. Examples and templates can be found in the GSC Coordination Toolkit.

            	Information Management: Establish a regular and predictable dissemination of information management products. The GSC toolkit and companion materials support this process, with essential tools such as 3/4Ws (Who, What, Where, and With Whom), population data, and key indicators. Harmonizing systems among partners early is crucial, as it becomes harder to implement as the response progresses. The Shelter Severity Classification (SSC) System can improve IM activities to support evidence-based decision-making.

          

          

          
            Checklist: UNHCR’s Roles and Accountabilities in Countries Where it Leads the Shelter Cluster
          

          As the lead agency, the UNHCR Representative is accountable to the Humanitarian Coordinator (HC) and responsible for:

          
            	Ensuring that coordination mechanisms are established and supported.

            	Serving as the primary point of contact for the government and the HC.

            	Representing cluster-specific concerns at the Humanitarian Country Team (HCT) level.

            	Acting as the provider of last resort.

          

          The Shelter Cluster Coordinator is responsible for ensuring the cluster performs six core functions:

          
            	Supporting service delivery by providing a forum for agreement on approaches and eliminating duplication.

            	Informing strategic decision-making through coordinated needs assessments, gap analysis, and prioritization.

            	Planning and developing strategy, including funding needs and adherence to standards.

            	Advocating for concerns on behalf of affected populations and cluster partners.

            	Monitoring the cluster strategy and recommending corrective actions.

          

          Conducting contingency planning, preparedness, and capacity building where necessary.

          

          As an operational organization, and as outlined in the guidance on UNHCR’s Engagement in Situations of Internal Displacement, assuming cluster leadership involves not only the readiness to coordinate but also the capacity to be operationally relevant, predictable, and accountable.

          
            	Promoting State Responsibility for Shelter and Settlement Interventions: Shelter coordination and interventions must be designed with a handover, exit, or transition phase in mind, particularly in protracted displacement situations.

            	Upholding and Maximizing Synergies with Refugee Protection and the Right to Asylum: This is especially important in mixed contexts, where both internal displacement and refugee concerns must be addressed.

            	Promoting Human Rights: Special attention should be given to Housing, Land, and Property (HLP) rights, ensuring they are carefully addressed in all shelter interventions.

            	Applying a Community-Based Approach that is Responsive to Age, Gender, and Diversity (AGD): This ensures that the needs and vulnerabilities of different groups are taken into account in shelter responses.

            	Responding in Partnership: Shelter responses should foster collaboration with other sectors such as WASH, CCCM, and Protection, as well as development and peacebuilding actors, community-based organizations (CBOs), and faith-based groups.

            	Integrating Protection Principles Across Clusters in an Interagency Response: Ensuring that protection is a core component of all shelter and settlement interventions.

            	Promoting Comprehensive Solutions: Shelter interventions are most effective when part of holistic, multi-sectoral approaches at the neighbourhood or settlement level. Every shelter intervention should include adequate access to water and sanitation, proper drainage, health and education facilities, garbage collection, and waste disposal services. Coordination with clusters such as WASH, Health, Education, CCCM, and Protection, as well as local government authorities, is critical to ensure that multi-sectoral issues are addressed. It is equally important to engage with the host community to ensure that interventions are designed collaboratively and benefit both displaced populations and host communities. Disaster risk reduction should also be considered in every shelter and settlement intervention, with a focus on long-term solutions from the outset of the response.

            	Ensuring Sustainability and Local Capacity: Shelter interventions should be sustainable and easy to maintain. Prioritize the use of local building practices and materials to ensure that shelters can be repaired and maintained using local knowledge. Consider building the capacity of the local population and local tradespeople, such as masons and carpenters, to support ongoing maintenance and repairs.

          

          

          
            Measuring Shelter Cluster Performance
          

          Shelter Cluster performance can be evaluated against the six core functions of the Clusters and their accountability to affected populations. The Cluster Coordination Performance Monitoring (CCPM) Process provides country clusters with a tool for conducting a yearly self-assessment. The standard indicators are organized under the following headings:

          
            	Supporting service delivery

            	Informing Humanitarian Coordinator (HC) and Humanitarian Country Team (HCT) strategic decision-making

            	Planning and implementing cluster strategies

            	Monitoring and evaluating performance

            	Building national capacity in preparedness and contingency planning

            	Supporting robust advocacy

            	Promoting accountability to affected populations

          

        

      

      
        Post emergency phase

        
          UNHCR and IFRC, as co-leads of the Global Shelter Cluster, work in close partnership with shelter actors to develop standardized approaches for shelter responses. They also work on tools and methodologies specific to disaster and conflict contexts, including longer-term considerations.

          Shelter interventions often have long-term impacts, so it's essential to define appropriate approaches and technical solutions based on needs and best practices. Advocacy with donors and governments is crucial to securing funding and addressing issues like land allocation and HLP rights. The Shelter Cluster Coordinator plays a key role in advancing coordination and cooperation with other sectors (e.g., WASH, Protection, Early Recovery). Country Shelter Clusters should contribute to the shelter sector sections of the Humanitarian Programme Cycle (HPC), including the Humanitarian Needs Overview (HNO) and the Humanitarian Response Plan (HRP).

        

      

      
        Annexes

        
          
            
              
                IASC Reference Module for Cluster Coordination at the Country Level 2015
                
                  

                

              

            

          

        

      

      
        Links

        
          Global Shelter Cluster Website
          Global Shelter Cluster Coordination Toolkit
          Global Shelter Cluster Information Management Toolkit
          Shelter Cluster Performance Monitoring
          Shelter severity classification system
          More than just a Roof: GSC online training on Shelter
          Building Blocks (access for UNHCR staff only)
        

      

      
        Main contacts

        
          
            Functional mailbox: Global Shelter Cluster 
            
              GSC@unhcr.org
            
          

        

      

    

  
    Cluster Approach

    
      22 August 2025

      
        Key points

        
          	
      The cluster approach is activated by the Emergency Relief Coordinator (ERC) at the request of the Resident/Humanitarian Coordinator, and with the endorsement of the Inter-Agency Standing Committee (IASC) Principals, including the High Commissioner, as coordination architecture for non-refugee humanitarian emergencies. In refugee situations, coordination is guided by the Refugee Coordination Model (RCM); clusters are not activated in refugee situations

          	
      All clusters have lead organisations, known as Cluster Lead Agencies, which operate at the global and country levels. UNHCR leads the Global Protection Cluster; co-leads with IFRC the Global Shelter Cluster and with IOM the Global CCCM Cluster (UNHCR comes in when conflict causes displacement; IFRC and IOM when disaster causes displacement). Global Cluster Lead Agencies act as a “provider of last resort” in their respective cluster

          	
      At country level, inter-agency cluster-based responses are led by the Humanitarian Coordinator (HC) through the Cluster Lead Agencies. Cluster coordinators provide sector-specific strategic directions and operational coordination. UNHCR also leads the protection cluster when disasters induce displacement, provided it has a presence, is requested to do so by the government, and there is inter-agency agreement

          	
      The UNHCR Representative actively participates in the HCT, representing both the agency and the cluster(s) UNHCR leads. Through the UNCT or HCT, UNHCR participates in deliberations on country cluster activation

        

      

      
        Overview

        
          
            This entry will soon be revised according to the results of the Humanitarian Reset (see 
            
              International Coordination Architecture
            
             entry), with changes such as the number and names of clusters. For best understanding, this entry should be read in conjunction with the entries on the 
            
              Humanitarian Needs and Response Plans (HNRPs) and Flash Appeals (FAs)
            
            , the 
            
              Humanitarian Programme Cycle
            
             and the 
            
              International Coordination Architecture
            
            ; please also refer to the entries on 
            
              pooled funding
            
             and 
            
              CERF
            
            .
          

          The Cluster Approach is used for coordinating in non-refugee humanitarian emergencies. Humanitarian organisations have agreed to lead certain clusters at global level, and have defined a cluster structure for non-refugee humanitarian responses at country level, where cluster leadership should ideally mirror global arrangements. Clusters are often co-led with government and/or co-chaired with NGO partners.

          The cluster system spreads accountability for the delivery of services (health, shelter, etc.) across different cluster lead agencies, so that no single agency is accountable for the entire response. In each country situation, overall accountability for coordination and delivery rests with the Humanitarian Coordinator (HC).

Clusters are groups of humanitarian UN and non-UN organizations in each of the main sectors of humanitarian action (water, health, shelter, logistics, etc.). They are designated by the IASC and have clear responsibilities for coordination ; they are time-bound bodies that are meant to fill a temporary gap (see 2025 IASC Guidance on Cluster Transition and Deactivation). Their aim is to build the capacity of the national systems to respond to humanitarian situations with a protection and accountability lens and progressively hand over coordination to national and local entities.

          Note. Protection and assistance to refugees is coordinated and delivered through the Refugee Coordination Model (RCM). Clusters are not activated for responses to refugee situations. In mixed situations with refugee and internally displaced populations, the Joint UNHCR- OCHA Note on Mixed Situations: Coordination in Practice should be used for guidance.

          
            Global Cluster Lead Agencies, IASC
          

          
            [image: ]
          

           

        

      

      
        Main guidance

        
          Large non-refugee humanitarian crises are those:

          
            	in which the needs of affected and/or displaced people exceed a government's capacity to address these;

            	characterized by scale and complexity that warrants a multi-sectoral response with the engagement of a wide range of humanitarian actors.

          

          In such situations, a cluster response is activated under the overall leadership of the designated Humanitarian Coordinator (HC). Each cluster is accountable to the HC through its Cluster Lead Agency (CLA), as well as to national authorities and to people affected by the crisis.

A cluster approach may be used in humanitarian emergencies caused by conflicts or caused by natural disasters.

The approach aims to strengthen system-wide preparedness, make sure that critical materials and expertise are immediately available, and focus technical capacity by:

          
            	Increasing transparency and accountability. Its mechanisms improve transparency in resource allocation, establish leadership, and focus on operational performance, leading to stronger accountability.

            	Enhancing predictability. Sector and thematic responsibilities are clarified; formal mechanisms at national and international level bring clarity to areas that are not otherwise covered.

            	Engaging with national and local authorities. Government authorities are the primary duty-bearers. Humanitarian actors should actively engage with and support them to lead or progressively take over operational delivery, coordination, and monitoring of protection, assistance, and solutions for IDPs.

            	Including affected communities. Humanitarian actors are required to make themselves accountable to affected populations. At minimum, they must consult and engage with the populations they assist. Affected communities help to determine the best responses to the problems they face.

            	Advocating more effectively. When clusters, singly or collectively, speak with one voice on issues of common concern, and do so in association with affected groups who are not normally heard, advocacy has more weight.

            	Joint strategic and operational planning. Formal processes of coordination within and between clusters enhance efficiency and improve effectiveness.

          

          
Centrality of Protection
The 2013 IASC Principals statement on the Centrality of Protection in Humanitarian Action is considered to be a core commitment of HCs, Humanitarian Country Teams (HCTs), and clusters, affirming that, while governments are primarily responsible for protecting people in humanitarian emergencies, humanitarian actors must protect people, and respect and promote their human rights in accordance with international human rights law and international humanitarian law (IHL), as well as other internationally recognized protection standards. HCTs must develop a specific protection strategy covering preparedness, all aspects of the humanitarian response, and solutions. The protection cluster is expected to provide analysis and support the HCT in preparing this strategy.

          Cluster activation. Clusters can only be activated by the Emergency Relief Coordinator (ERC), with the endorsement of IASC Principals. In 2018, the ‘system-wide scale-up' replaced the previous emergency activation procedure referred to as ‘Level 3'. An IASC Scale-Up is a system-wide mobilization in response to a sudden-onset and/or rapidly deteriorating situation in a given country or region and is declared when national or regional capacity to lead, coordinate and deliver humanitarian assistance does not match the scale, complexity, and urgency of the crisis. Five criteria are used to determine whether an emergency should be scaled up to a system-wide emergency: scale, urgency, complexity, capacity, and risk of failure to effectively deliver to affected populations.

Key steps include:
1. Consultation with the IASC Principals.
2. Mobilization of cluster lead agency response capacities.
3. Immediate deployment of cluster coordination teams that possess information management expertise and capacity to scale up.
4. Activation of clusters, including designated leads.
5. Empowerment of an HC.

          
            The HC:
          

          
            	Leads the HCT in a multi-sector initial rapid assessment (MIRA), leading to a strategic statement and response plan.

            	Leads requests for allocations from the Central Emergency Response Fund (CERF).

            	Seeks consensus in the HCT for key decisions, but has authority to finalize proposals.

            	Raises any cluster lead performance problems with the ERC, who may bring them to the IASC Principals for discussion.

            	Oversees effective coordination and delivery, monitoring, and reporting.

          

          
UNHCR's participation and involvement in initial discussions on cluster activation at country level are crucial. In this period, UNHCR should express its readiness and commitment to lead particular clusters and activate internal mechanisms for rapid deployment of relevant staff.

Coordination structure
A cluster-based response is led by the HC, in support of the host government. At senior level (usually in the HCT), clusters are represented by the country head of the cluster lead agency. For example, the UNHCR Representative will represent the protection, the shelter and the camp coordination and camp management (CCCM) clusters where UNHCR is leading these. OCHA supports the HC's coordination role, and typically convenes inter-cluster coordination meetings with cluster coordinators at country level.

          Core functions of a cluster:
At country level, a cluster has six core functions:
1. Support service delivery by providing a space/platform to: (i) agree on approaches in line with the Humanitarian Response Plan (HRP) and strategic priorities; (ii) develop mechanisms to eliminate duplication.

          2. Inform strategic decision-making of the HC/HCT by: (i) coordinating needs assessment, (ii) identifying gaps and obstacles within and across sectors, including cross-cutting issues, as well as ways to address these; (iii) formulating priorities on the basis of this analysis.

          3. Plan and develop (i) strategies, including cluster plans with objectives and indicators within the overall response strategy; (ii) arrangements for adhering to standards; and (iii) means to meet funding needs.

          4. Advocate on behalf of cluster participants and affected people by identifying their concerns, which informs the HC and HCT messaging and action.

          5. Monitor and report on the cluster strategy, needs, activities and its results, and recommend corrective action where necessary

          6. Undertake contingency planning and preparedness actions and build capacity where the cluster has resources to do so.

          From the outset of a humanitarian response, each cluster is also responsible for mainstreaming protection and maintaining a solutions-oriented approach.
 

          Information management (IM) is critical to coordination and to the cluster approach. Cluster lead agencies are expected to provide or identify dedicated IM support for their cluster.  There is IASC Operational Guidance on responsibilities of cluster leads & OCHA in IM. This guidance explains that cluster leads are responsible for coordinating information within their cluster, and OCHA is responsible for coordinating information across all clusters.

          
            [image: ]
          

          Role of stakeholders involved

          Government and national actors. Under UN General Assembly Resolution 46/182 (19 December 1991), the affected State, including the government and its official institutions, is primarily responsible for initiating, organizing, coordinating, and implementing humanitarian assistance in its territory.

          The Inter-Agency Standing Committee. The IASC is an inter-agency forum for coordination, policy development and decision-making that includes the key UN and non-UN humanitarian partners. Led by the ERС, the IASC develops humanitarian policies, determines responsibilities across areas of humanitarian assistance, identifies and addresses gaps in response, and advocates for effective application of humanitarian principles.

The Emergency Relief Coordinator. The post of ERC is held by the Under-Secretary-General for Humanitarian Affairs, who leads the IASC. The ERC is responsible for overseeing responses to complex emergencies that require UN humanitarian assistance. In countries affected by disasters or conflict, the ERC may appoint a Humanitarian Coordinator (HC). The ERC secures IASC endorsement of HC proposals to activate clusters and appoint cluster leads. The responsibility of the ERC does not detract from the High Commissioner's mandated accountability for refugees.

Humanitarian Coordinator. When crises occur, the HC in a country is responsible for assessing whether an international response is warranted and, if it is, for ensuring that it is well organized. HCs are accountable to the ERC. At national level, they lead the HCT in deciding the most appropriate coordination solutions for a crisis, taking into account the local situation. Agreement must be reached on which clusters to establish, and which organizations will lead them.

Humanitarian Country Team. The HCT is a strategic and operational decision-making and oversight forum established and led by the HC. It includes representatives from the UN and NGOs; the Red Cross/Red Crescent Movement often attends with observer status. Agencies that are designated cluster leads represent their clusters as well as their organizations in the HCT. The HCT is responsible for agreeing on strategic issues relevant to humanitarian action.

Cluster lead agencies. Heads of cluster lead agencies are accountable to the HC. They

          
            	Ensure that coordination mechanisms are established and properly supported.

            	Act as first point of call for the government and the HC.

            	Are the provider of last resort in their respective cluster.

          

          Note. The IASC term ‘provider of last resort' "translates into a commitment by the Cluster Lead Agency to do the utmost to ensure an adequate and appropriate response. This means calling upon all relevant humanitarian partners to address critical gaps; if this fails, depending on the urgency, and subject to access, security and funding availability, the cluster lead may need to commit itself to filling the gap".

          Cluster coordinators. A cluster coordinator is responsible for ensuring that the cluster fulfils its role with regard to needs assessment, response planning, setting strategies/approaches, provision of policy/operational guidance, coordination of field responses, inter-cluster engagement, information management, monitoring and evaluation, donor engagement, government engagement, advocacy, etc.), as set out in the IASC Reference Module for Cluster Coordination at the Country Level. Cluster coordinators co-operate through the Inter-Cluster Coordination Group (ICCG) to jointly deliver an effective and efficient humanitarian response that results in meaningful protection outcomes in line with the IASC Policy on Protection; reach a shared understanding of needs, informed by a robust protection and gender analysis; and agree a joint strategy to meet needs. They brief the HCT and raise strategic issues for discussion in the HCT. Find more information in the 2017 ICCG standard terms of reference.

Shared leadership. The IASC recommends that country-level cluster leadership should mirror global arrangements. Accordingly, UNHCR should lead the protection cluster and, in conflict situations, the shelter cluster and the CCCM cluster. When appropriate, governments should co-lead the cluster. Practice has shown that the appointment of NGOs to co-chair a cluster generally improves partnership, advocacy and information distribution and, therefore, the response as a whole. When an NGO co-chairs a cluster, it should contribute staff to the cluster coordination team in roles that complement and enhance the cluster's capacity. Appointing two UN agencies to co-lead clusters should be avoided because this does not strengthen ownership or make coordination more sustainable, but dilutes accountability and complicates decision-making. Global clusters should be consulted on considerations of co-leads or co-chairs before cluster activation. For IASC guidance on cluster leadership, see IASC, Reference Module for Cluster Coordination at the Country Level, activation procedures, p. 10.

          OCHA. OCHA works closely with global cluster lead agencies and NGOs to develop policies, coordinate inter-cluster issues, disseminate operational guidance, and organize field support. At field level, it helps ensure that the humanitarian system functions efficiently and supports the HC's leadership. OCHA provides guidance and support to the HC and HCT, and facilitates inter-cluster coordination in all phases of the response, when required, including needs assessment, joint planning, and monitoring and evaluation.

A cluster benefits from wide and representative participation, but can become unmanageable if it has too many members or its members are transient. In such cases, the appointment of a smaller strategic advisory group (SAG) or technical working groups (TWIG) can improve its performance.

Minimum commitments for participation. Local, national, or international organizations that join clusters undertake to:

          
            	Adhere to humanitarian principles and principles of partnership.

            	Participate in actions that specifically improve accountability to affected populations and protection from sexual exploitation and abuse.

            	Engage consistently in the cluster's collective work and make capacity available for this.

            	Make the best use of resources and share information on organizational resources.

            	Take on leadership responsibilities as needed and as capacity and mandates allow.

            	Help develop and disseminate advocacy and messaging for relevant audiences.

          

          
The minimum commitments are not prescriptive and should be adapted to needs and context. Country-level clusters should consult the IASC's Coordination Reference Module when they develop or update their terms of reference or commitments.

          UNHCR's role and accountabilities

          Within the IASC system, UNHCR (co-)leads three clusters:

Protection.  UNHCR leads the protection cluster in conflict-induced situation and also where a natural disaster has caused displacement, provided that it has an in-country presence, the government asks it to lead, and there is inter-agency approval. This cluster includes ‘areas of responsibility' (AoRs) that are attributed to UNFPA for gender-based violence (GBV), to UNICEF for child protection, to UNMAS for mine action, and to NRC for housing, land and property. Recognizing that protection is central to the purpose of any humanitarian response, the protection cluster advises the HC and HCT, and works with all clusters to strengthen protection and rights-based responses.

Camp coordination and camp management (CCCM). In conflict situations involving IDPs, UNHCR leads this cluster. IOM leads this cluster in natural disasters. The CCCM cluster neither advocates for nor automatically creates camps and similar collective settings; rather, it seeks to establish and maintain the dignity and an appropriate standard of living conditions and services for displaced populations, whether they live in planned or spontaneous collective settings.

Shelter. In situations involving conflict, UNHCR leads this cluster. In natural disasters, the IFRC leads. If IFRC is not present or is not able to lead the cluster at the outset of a natural disaster, UNHCR may temporarily lead until IFRC is ready to do so. Since IFRC is not a recipient of CERF funding, UNHCR can support in natural disasters by receiving CERF funds for shelter. Country operations should consult the Global Shelter Cluster in such situations.

When new emergency situations arise, UNHCR country representatives consult with their respective regional bureau and participate in UNCT or HCT discussions on cluster activation. When a UNHCR-led cluster is activated, in accordance with IASC commitments and accountabilities, UNHCR offices must be prepared to resource cluster coordination, including coordination capacity at national and local level and information management support. Merging of clusters (shelter/NFI and CCCM) is not considered a good practice and should be avoided. Country operations should consult global clusters before taking steps to merge clusters.

          What is encouraged is to seek tri-cluster synergies where feasible, meaning ensuring that strategies, initiatives and messaging are mutually reinforcing across protection, shelter and the CCCM clusters. Specifically, this may mean to:

          
            	Agree on priority geographic areas and integrate strategies, approaches and activities

            	Establish collaboration and a joint communication mechanism between humanitarian, development and where appropriate peace actors working in an area

            	Carry out joint sectoral assessments

            	To the extent possible, align clusters’ results chains in HRPs with UNHCR’s

            	Ensure dedicated separate UNHCR & cluster IM capacity

            	Engage joint resources such as translation services and other services for cluster activities
 

          

          More UNHCR-internal information in the Implementation Planning Tool for IDP Contexts (“Building Blocks”).

        

      

      
        Post emergency phase

        
          IASC cluster deactivation can take place for a single cluster or several. It may occur after a coordination architecture review, or after other events in the country reduce the need for humanitarian response. Cluster deactivation must always be based on an assessment of national capacity and consideration of the context. The criteria for deactivation must be met, i.e.: (i) The humanitarian situation improves, significantly reducing humanitarian needs and associated response and coordination gaps and/or (ii) national structures acquire sufficient capacity to coordinate and meet residual humanitarian needs in line with humanitarian principles.

        

      

      
        Cluster Activation CHECKLIST

        
          
            The RC/HC and Cluster Lead Agencies (CLAs), supported by OCHA, consult national authorities what humanitarian coordination mechanisms exist, and their respective capacities.

          

          
            Global CLAs are alerted by their country Representatives and OCHA before the UNCT/HCT meeting to discuss activation and to ensure they are represented at the meeting.

          

          
            The RC/HC, in consultation with the UNCT/HCT, determines which Clusters should be recommended for activation, assisted by analysis of the situation and preparedness planning. In each case, the decision should be based on the four criteria outlined above.

          

          
            The RC/HC, in consultation with the UNCT/HCT, selects CLAs based on agencies’ coordination and response capacity, operational presence, and ability to scale up. Ideally, the selection of CLAs mirrors global arrangements, but this is not always possible, and sometimes other organizations are in a better position to lead. Under the IASC Transformative Agenda, Cluster Lead Agencies were encouraged to consider developing a clearly defined, agreed, and supported sharing of cluster leadership with NGOs wherever feasible.

          

          
            The RC/HC writes to the Emergency Relief Coordinator (ERC), following consultation with the HCT, outlining the recommended Cluster arrangements, suggesting CLAs, and explaining why particular clusters need to be activated. Where non-cluster coordination solutions have been agreed upon as well (such as Gender or PSEA networks), these are also described.

          

          
            The ERC transmits the proposal to the IASC Principals for approval within 24 hours and informs the RC/HC accordingly. The principals may ask the IASC Emergency Directors Group to discuss this in more detail, if necessary.

          

          
            The ERC writes to the RC/HC to confirm the endorsement of activation of the suggested Clusters and/or provide feedback from the IASC Principals.

          

          
            The RC/HC informs relevant partners when decisions on Clusters and lead agencies are approved.

          

          
            UNHCR operations should inform the three UNHCR-led global Clusters as soon as discussions are being prepared on Cluster activation, who can provide support and guidance regarding the way forward. The relevant global Clusters also need to be consulted before making decisions on co-chairing clusters or not leading a country-level cluster in conflict-induced contexts.

            Clusters should not be merged and each UNHCR-led Cluster should have its own dedicated resources, as per the 2019 UNHCR’s Policy on Situations of Internal Displacement (minimum a dedicated Cluster Coordinator and a dedicated Information Management Officer).

            As the activation of the CCCM Cluster requires specific considerations, please consult the Building blocks tools (accessible to UNHCR staff only) and guidance for detailed information on what these are.

          

        

      

      
        Annexes

        
          
            
              
                UNHCR-OCHA, Joint UNHCR-OCHA Note on Mixed Situations
                
                  

                

              

            

          

        

      

      
        Learning and field practices

        
          
            
              Accessible to UNHCR staff only

            

            
              
                
                  
                    Workday learning components on coordination in situations of internal displacem…
                  

                

              

            

          

        

      

      
        Links

        
          IASC Reference Module for Cluster Coordination at country level, 2015
        

      

      
        Main contacts

        
          
            	UNHCR Partnership and Coordination Service: hqng00@unhcr.org.

            	Global Protection Cluster﻿ at gpc@unhcr.org

            	Global Camp Coordination and Camp Management (CCCM) Cluster at:  HQGLOBCC@unhcr.org﻿.

            	Global Shelter Cluster at: HQShelter@unhcr.org

          

        

      

    

  
    IASC Scale Up Activation

    
      28 January 2018

      
        Key points

        
          	
        A system-wide scale-up activation automatically triggers mechanisms and responses that UNHCR has undertaken to support. These include the deployment of cluster coordinators and information management support, and development of a budgeted inter-agency response plan.




          	
      It is a priority to deliver humanitarian support to IDPs and affected populations in a sudden onset or significantly deteriorating humanitarian crises requiring a system-wide scale-up activation. Empowered leadership and effective coordination help to achieve this priority.




          	
      The decision to activate a system-wide scale-up is a high level priority statement as much as a practical response mechanism. It will (and should) generate attention. Agencies will be scrutinized on how well they deliver their response.




          	
      Be proactive and share information about the emergency with bureaux and support divisions.




          	
      Inform HQ which clusters should be activated and why.




          	
      Actively participate in HCT discussions.




          	
      Assess your office's capacity and identify resource and staffing gaps that will impede or prevent delivery of assistance; request support from HQ to fill gaps.




        

      

      
        Overview

        
          This entry provides guidance on humanitarian system-wide scale-up activation, related inter-agency processes and actions, and their implications for UNHCR. It should be read in conjunction with the most recent version of the IASC's Humanitarian Programme Cycle. The entry is based on IASC's ‘Protocol 1. Humanitarian System-Wide Scale-Up Activation: Definition and Procedures' (November 2018), which replaces the 2012 Transformative Agenda Protocol on L-3 definition and procedures.

IASC scale-up activation is a system-wide mobilization in response to a sudden onset or rapidly deteriorating humanitarian situation in a given country, including at subnational level, where the capacity to lead, coordinate and deliver humanitarian assistance does not match the scale, complexity and urgency of the crisis. It is an element of the Transformative Agenda (TA), which aims to strengthen leadership, coordination, and accountability in inter-agency responses to major humanitarian emergencies.

A scale-up declaration activates mechanisms and tools which:

          
            	Ensure that the IASC system delivers effective support both to national authorities and existing capacities, and monitors its own performance.

            	Ensure that adequate capacities and tools for empowered leadership and coordination of the humanitarian system are in place.

            	Engage IASC member organisations and Global Cluster Lead Agencies to put in place the systems and resources required to contribute to the response in line with their mandates.

          

          
Activation is for a time-bound period of up to six months, and is appropriate only in cases where the gravity of the humanitarian situation justifies the mobilization of system-wide capacities and resources, beyond standard levels, to respond to critical humanitarian needs on the ground. In exceptional situations a single additional three-month extension can be considered. During the activation, sufficient capacity should be created to sustain the level of response. The procedure mandates the Humanitarian Country Team (HCT) to develop benchmarks, appropriate for the context, followed by a transition plan and post-activation accompanying measures. Though UN system-wide scale-up declarations and agency-specific emergency level declarations are often linked in practice, they have separate procedures.

Note. Refugee emergency responses (and where applicable emergency responses for returning refugees) are led and coordinated by UNHCR and guided by the Refugee Coordination Model (RCM). The scale-up protocol does not apply to such situations.

        

      

      
        Relevance for emergency operations

        
          In December 2011, the IASC Principals agreed to the Transformative Agenda (TA). This set of actions was designed to improve the humanitarian response model while reaffirming that the cluster approach is the most appropriate coordination model for non-refugee inter-agency humanitarian responses. Since then, as part of this initiative, the Principals have approved or continued to update protocols that set parameters for the TA, strengthen leadership, increase stakeholder accountability, and improve coordination.

UNHCR is committed to successful implementation of the TA. It will continue to contribute to its evolution, implementation, and tools, as well as monitor its implementation.

        

      

      
        Main guidance

        
          The Emergency Relief Coordinator (ERC) declares a scale-up activation based on five criteria:

          
            	Scale.

            	Urgency.

            	Complexity.

            	Capacity.

            	Risk of failure to deliver effectively and at scale to affected populations.

          

          Within 24 hours of the event, or recognizing that the humanitarian situation has deteriorated dramatically, the ERC receives an initial assessment of the situation, including data on affected populations. The information is provided by the Humanitarian Country Team (HCT) in the affected country, under the leadership of the Humanitarian Coordinator (HC), or a Resident Coordinator (RC) if the former is not yet designated. The IASC secretariat should share the assessment with the Emergency Directors Group (EDG) and Global Cluster Coordinators.

Within 24 hours of receiving the initial assessment, the IASC Emergency Directors Group (EDG), composed of representatives from each agency, convenes to discuss the event. It considers the context, the response, capacity, expected gaps, lessons learned from past emergencies, and advocacy priorities, and agrees recommendations. These cover leadership and coordination arrangements, including cluster activation for the IASC Principals' consideration. The Global Cluster Coordinators should be consulted on proposed coordination arrangements, where relevant.

Following receipt of the EDG recommendations, the ERC contacts national authorities at the highest level to brief them on the measures being considered to bolster operational capacity. The ERC informs the UN Secretary-General (S-G) and the lead UN Secretariat Department (Department of Peace-Keeping Operations or Department of Political Affairs as applicable), as well as the chair of the UN Sustainable Development Group (UNSDG) and the UN Operations and Crisis Centre (UNOCC), that a scale-up activation is under consideration.

          
Within 48 hours of the crisis, the ERC convenes the IASC Principals to jointly review the initial assessment and present recommendations on a ‘no objections' basis. The Principals discuss whether the initial assessment warrants a scale-up activation. The ERC, as Chair of the IASC, makes the final decision. If it is agreed to declare a scale-up activation, the Principals also discuss (1) the most appropriate leadership model, (2) the most appropriate coordination arrangements, (3) common advocacy priorities for the humanitarian system and common messages, and (4) other context-specific arrangements.
The ERC announces the activation via e-mail to all IASC Principals. The ERC also issues a note for the attention of the Secretary-General (including the UNOCC Director), and a note to the HCT via the RC/HC. The ERC contacts national authorities at the highest level to explain the decision and its implications, including additional support that will be provided to national and in situ capacity. All messages from the ERC include information on geographic coverage, the length of the activation (up to six months), and leadership and coordination arrangements (including the appointment of a HC, cluster activation, and designated in-country cluster leads).

The activation automatically triggers:

          
            	Immediate establishment of a HCT. The current RC is re-hatted as HC pending a decision on the most appropriate leadership model.

            	Activation of the ‘empowered leadership' model.

          

          
Within 72 hours of the onset of the crisis:

          
            	A HC is designated and deployed for up to six months, to lead coordination of the overall humanitarian response, exercising empowered leadership in line with the IASC protocol.

            	A Central Emergency Response Fund (CERF) and Country-Based Pooled Fund (CBPF), if available in country, are announced. Allocations are issued by the ERC (by the HC in the case of CBPFs) on a ‘no regrets' basis, in support of priorities identified in the strategic statement.

          

          
Within 72 hours of the scale-up activation:

          
            	The ERC activates clusters for priority sectors, after consulting the IASC Principals on the basis of a request from the RC/HC in consultation with the HCT.

            	The IASC Principals, after consulting the Global Cluster Lead Agencies, immediately deploy appropriate coordination capacity, including qualified cluster coordinators and information managers (as required).

            	The RC/HC issues a ‘Statement of Key Strategic Priorities', to establish shared messaging and advocacy from headquarters level down, and for press releases.

            	A multi-cluster or -sector Initial Rapid Assessment (or alternative rapid assessment) is implemented based on coordinated assessments. The initial Situation Analysis is followed by a multisector assessment and report within the first two weeks.

          

          
Within 5 days of the scale-up activation:

          
            	A Flash Appeal is developed, supported by the Situation Analysis. It contains a top-line analysis of the scope and severity of the crisis, sets out priority actions, and lists financial requirements.

          

          
Within 4 weeks of the scale-up activation:

          
            	The Flash Appeal is revised. If a longer response is required (beyond the initial activation period of six months), the HCT develops or updates the Humanitarian Needs Overview (HNO). The HNO consolidates and analyses information on the needs, vulnerabilities and capacities of the affected population, and develops or updates a Humanitarian Response Plan (HRP). The HRP sets out the strategy chosen to respond to the assessed needs, and is the basis for implementing and monitoring the overall response.

          

          
Within 5 months of the scale-up activation:

          
            	An Operational Peer Review (OPR) takes place.

          

          Within 9-12 months of a Scale-Up activation:

          
            	An Inter-Agency Humanitarian Evaluation (IAHE) is conducted, in accordance with IAHE terms of reference.

          

          
End of the scale-up
The scale-up activation automatically expires after a maximum period of six months. The IASC Emergency Directors (EDG) meet towards the end of the activation period to review the situation.

The EDG may, in exceptional circumstances and before the scale-up activation expires, recommend to the ERC that the scale-up activation should be extended for an additional three months (to a total maximum duration of nine months). Exceptional circumstances might include a further deterioration of the situation, based on an OPR recommendation.
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          UNHCR’s role and accountabilities

          When a decision to declare a system-wide scale-up activation is considered, UNHCR will actively contribute to the initial assessment of the UN Country Team (UNCT) or Humanitarian Country Team (HCT), because the decisions taken will affect UNHCR's involvement later in the process. If the crisis involves refugees, UNHCR will lead discussion of refugee aspects. Scale-up activation is not applicable to such situations.
In its internal communications with HQ, the UNHCR office will:

          
            	Communicate the outcomes of UNCT/HCT discussions to the Director of the concerned bureau and to DESS, focusing especially on the five criteria on which the decision to declare is based.

            	As cluster lead agency, share with the Directors of the regional Bureau and DESS its assessment with respect to:
(1) UNHCR's in-country capacity (cluster coordinators, information management, needs assessment officers, etc.).
(2) Which clusters should be activated (if they are not already operational).
(3) Available stocks of core relief items (CRIs), and staff readiness.

          

          (4) The RC's ability to lead a scale-up mobilisation as HC.

          
            	Brief the Bureau Director and DESS Director in preparation for the Principals' review of leadership and coordination (within 72 hours of the event).

          

          
In addition, if a system-wide scale-up is activated, the office will:

          
            	Mobilize internal response capacity and prepare to receive additional staff for clusters deployed under the Inter Agency Rapid Response Mechanism (IARRM).

            	In consultation with the bureau, prepare to receive other support staff.

            	Make sure that personnel (particularly cluster coordinators and information management focal points) are aware of their roles and the time-bound outputs they need to deliver under the system-wide scale-up procedure. These include: an emergency response plan; a strategic response plan; cluster response plans; and CERF submissions and allocations.

          

           

          Considerations for UNHCR’s engagement at country level

          IDP situations
During a system-wide scale-up activation, all or some of the three clusters that UNHCR co-leads at global level (Protection, Shelter, and Camp Coordination and Camp Management (CCCM)) may be activated at country level. This decision is made by the ERC, in consultation with the IASC Principals, based on recommendations by the RC or HC.

At country level, the UNHCR office should be involved in discussions of cluster activation and should keep the bureau, DESS, DIP, DPSM and other relevant HQ entities informed.

Once clusters are activated, UNHCR must be ready to lead the clusters for which it is responsible for. It should provide dedicated staff for coordination and information management (IM). For both functions, it may need to have dedicated personnel at national and local level.

          
Mixed refugee and IDP situations
If a new emergency also affects refugee populations, UNHCR should lead discussion of refugee aspects of the crisis and determine the coordination arrangements for an effective response (in accordance with the Refugee Coordination Model and the Joint UNHCR-OCHA Note on Mixed Situations - Coordination in Practice). Field operations should keep Headquarters (the DESS and Partnership and Coordination Service) closely informed.

        

      

      
        Post emergency phase

        
          If factors affect the response that the scale-up activation cannot address, a transition from scale-up may commence. The IASC Principals and leadership on the ground should provide clear messaging on both the expiry of the scale-up activation and the transition strategy as soon as possible. The transition plan should include (at a minimum):

          
            	A statement indicating how the chosen leadership model will affect arrangements at the end of the period, and how the transition will be managed.

            	A strategy for continuing core coordination functions, in support of national and local coordination efforts (where applicable and relevant).

            	A statement indicating how reporting lines, roles and responsibilities will be defined at the end of the period of application.

            	An outline of measures that will contribute to efforts to reach solutions. This should indicate how the humanitarian response will bridge with longer term recovery and national development priorities.
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        Links

        
          IASC web-site
        

      

      
        Main contacts

        
          UNHCR Division for Emergency Security and Supply (DESS). At: hqemhand@unhcr.org

        

      

    

  
    Camp Coordination and Camp Management (CCCM) Cluster (IASC)

    
      06 January 2025

      
        Key points

        
          	
      Prioritize CCCM Activation: UNHCR must advocate for CCCM Cluster or cluster-like coordination body in IDP emergencies during country-level discussions to align with IASC principles and ensure effective coordination as the mandated lead in conflict situations. Contact the global CCCM team for support!

          	
      Appoint Key Roles Immediately: Avoid delays in deploying a dedicated CCCM coordinator and information management officer to support timely and effective responses.

          	
      Coordinate Early for All Sites: Establish a unified response from the onset across all displacement sites, formal or informal, to address urgent needs and uphold UNHCR’s IASC assigned site management and coordination responsibilities.

          	
      Apply Minimum Standards: Ensure adherence to Minimum Standards for Camp Management to guarantee safety, protection, and accountability across all settings.

          	
      Engage Displaced Communities: Involve displaced populations in site management decisions to foster ownership, strengthen social cohesion, and enable sustainable solutions.




          	
      Build Local Capacity: Invest in capacity-building for local actors to ensure sustainable site management, reduce dependency on international aid, and facilitate structured handover, transition, and exit strategies in collaboration with the Global Cluster.

        

      

      
        Overview

        
          The Cluster is a global humanitarian coordination mechanism led by UNHCR in conflict situations and by the International Organization for Migration (IOM) in cases of natural disasters. Established to ensure the rights, dignity, and basic needs of displaced populations are respected, CCCM coordinates the delivery of essential services, such as shelter, water, sanitation, and safety, displacement sites. By engaging affected communities, CCCM empowers them to participate in decision-making processes that shape the management of their environments, promoting resilience and social cohesion.

          CCCM operates across various settings—planned camps, self-settled sites, and collective centers—and emphasizes area-based site management to assist not only displaced people but also impacted host communities. The Cluster works to transition camp management to local authorities as quickly as possible, focusing on capacity-building for sustainable, locally driven solutions. CCCM’s approach prioritizes the safe, dignified, and accountable provision of services and supports long-term solutions that enable displaced people to pursue self-reliance and integration, where possible, with host communities.

        

      

      
        Relevance for emergency operations

        
          The Cluster works alongside communities, authorities and aid providers to ensure that people affected by displacement can access life-saving assistance and protection and identify paths to solutions guided by the Minimum Standards for Camp Management (MSCM).

          The Cluster will always maintain a people-centered approach and support communities and local partners in leading the response. In collaboration with all other clusters, it will provide an agile response shaped by the needs and rights of displaced people and enable solutions. This will ensure that service providers have linkages to affected populations through information management and community engagement for more effective responses. 

        

      

      
        Main guidance

        
          The Cluster operates in the following types of setting, which are of primary concern:

          
            
              
                	Planned camps
                	
                  Self-settled

                  sites

                
                	Transit sites
                	Collective centres
                	Evacuation centres
                	Reception centres
              

            
          

          In some contexts, the Cluster adopts or includes area-based site management. This means that programs also support host communities and other affected communities in the geographical area of concern. This approach reduces the likelihood of displaced people being pulled towards planned camps to access services and enhances the opportunity for solutions.

          
            The Cluster’s Approach to Camps
          

          In certain circumstances, planned camps can be critical to a displacement response. As an immediate, short-term, life-saving measure, planned camps can provide protection and enable access to services in the aftermath of a displacement crisis.

          However, it is widely recognized that, once established, planned camps frequently outlive their planned existence causing significant negative impact. Sustained reliance on planned camps can create dependency on aid and the need for extensive investment. Alienation can cause social cohesion issues that may impact integration as a possible solution. In certain circumstances, planned camps can pose protection and health risks, and perpetuate trauma for people who have already been impacted by difficult circumstances.

          The establishment of planned camps is the prerogative of national authorities. The Cluster takes a comprehensive approach to displacement – always considers planned camps as a last resort, advocates to authorities for alternatives to planned camps and, if established, helps mitigate the negative effects. Whether in planned camps or self-settled sites, displaced communities living in collective settings demonstrate acute needs that the cluster has an imperative to respond to.

          Over the last 15 years the internally displaced population in self-settled sites has grown to more than double the population in planned camps. Communities living in self-settled sites often face congested and hazardous living conditions, exclusion from decision-making and inadequate safety measures. The work of the Cluster continues to evolve to address these needs across a range of collective displacement settings. The Cluster will strive to ensure that responses adapt to the context and align with existing infrastructure and services.

          
            The CCCM Cluster’s Area Based Site Management Approach
          

          Implementation of area-based site management (targeting all populations within a geographical area) in both urban and rural contexts can also be applied in areas of return. From a CCCM perspective, this can include interventions through remote management (if challenges with access) or through mobile approaches in situations of numerous small sites/informal settlements.

          Video: Area-Based Site Management

          
            Cluster Activation
          

          In the initial stages of an emergency, activating the Camp Coordination and Camp Management (CCCM) Cluster is essential for organizing and delivering aid effectively to displaced populations. The CCCM Cluster lead agency depending on scenario (UNHCR in conflict and IOM in disaster situations) should coordinate with the Humanitarian Country Team (HCT) to assess the immediate needs and determine the suitability of activating the cluster. A CCCM coordinator should be appointed, supported by a dedicated information management officer and capacity development specialist. 

          Video: CCCM Explainer

          Once established, CCCM must prioritize the delivery of essential services such as shelter, water, sanitation, health, and food distribution across formal and informal sites. information management platforms should be set up to manage resources effectively, avoiding service duplication and addressing gaps. Site management operational partners should ensure maintaining safe living conditions for displaced persons, through tools such as safety audits and environmental modifications to reduce risks, such as fire hazards or exposure to violence, including gender-based violence (GBV). Accountability measures, including feedback and complaint mechanisms, are crucial for identifying and addressing any unmet needs or safety concerns, helping ensure that services are aligned with community expectations and standards.

          The CCCM Cluster coordinates the activities of its members, which can include but are not limited to the following:

          
            	General site management activities including coordination of services and population data management

            	Overall maintenance of infrastructures and improvements of the site environment

            	Mobilization and participation of people in sites

            	Two-way communication with those in sites

            	Durable solutions related activities

            	Capacity building

          

          
            Community Engagement
          

          Engaging, listening to and mobilizing communities generates important qualitative information on the needs, aspirations and actions of displaced communities. It can lead to improved accountability, more localized responses and earlier identification of possible solutions. To realize this potential, in line with the IASC commitments on Accountability to the Affected Population and the MSCM, the community engagement work undertaken by the Cluster needs to adapt to area-based approaches and inform the wider humanitarian response in coordination with existing national community governance mechanisms.

          Video: Participation of People in Displacement settings

          
            Working across sectors
          

          Humanitarian response is adapting, from a sector-led response - where support is shaped by the provision and expertise of sectors, to a person-led response – where communities define their needs and responders adapt to provide a holistic, multi-sector approach. By operating as a generative cluster – understanding displaced communities’ needs and aspirations, then sharing information and connecting communities with relevant service providers, the Cluster can contribute to achieving this transformation. 

          Video: Minimum Standards for Camp Management

          
            Information Management
          

          Information Management (IM) within the Cluster is a critical function that enhances coordination and enables relevant stakeholders to work with shared information, promoting informed decision-making.  The proper collection and management of data facilitates humanitarian responses for CCCM and supports other sectoral humanitarian response as well as work towards durable solutions and recovery and disaster preparedness efforts. IM ensures that cluster decisions are based on timely and evidence-driven insights, fulfilling the accountability framework outlined in the IASC Operational Guidance on Responsibilities of Cluster/Sector Leads and OCHA in Information Management (2008)  See Toolkit Section 1.2 Core Functions of a CCCM Cluster for more information.

          
            Further policy considerations
          

          The IASC Reference Module for Cluster Coordination at the Country Level (2015) outlines the process for activating and deactivating clusters, including the core functions of the CCCM Cluster. Under the IASC Transformative Agenda, cluster activation is intended to be strategic, limited in duration, and responsive to clear gaps in coordination or capacity. The Humanitarian or Resident Coordinator (HC/RC) should recommend activation only when there is a critical gap that local systems cannot address effectively. Plans for deactivation should begin early, with a focus on building local and government capacity to eventually manage the response.

          In recent years, there is growing recognition of the need to make humanitarian responses more transparent, accountable, and coordinated. Both the High-Level Panel on IDPs (IDP Report) and the Independent Review of the Humanitarian Response to Internal Displacement’s Recommendations 2024 highlighted issues such as lack of coordination, exclusion of IDPs from decision-making and fragmentation. This results in inefficiencies, gaps, and duplication in aid delivery which lead to slower responses and unmet needs for IDPs.

          These reports emphasize the importance of shifting from short-term emergency relief to long-term solutions that address the root causes of displacement and promote durable outcomes, such as return, resettlement, or local integration. The Cluster aligns with these recommendations by advocating for alternatives to camps, focusing on community-based, area-based solutions, and integrating displaced populations into host communities. By doing so, the Cluster responds to the reports’ critiques of the current system’s over-reliance on camps and failure to deliver comprehensive, sustainable solutions to protracted IDP crises.

          Furthermore, the Cluster's focus on community engagement and local leadership addresses the exclusion of IDPs from decision-making processes. By placing a greater focus on IDP participation and protection including gender-based violence, the Cluster responds to the recommendations to create a more accountable and inclusive humanitarian system that enables displaced communities to transition toward durable solutions.

          
            
              Operationalising UNHCR's commitments
            
          

          UNHCR’s role in internal displacement focuses on global and country-level leadership, advocacy, and coordination, especially in areas of protection, shelter, and camp coordination and management (CCCM). Under the IASC framework, UNHCR leads and coordinates efforts to protect displaced populations, with an emphasis on those affected by conflict and violence. In emergencies, UNHCR assumes CCCM leadership to coordinate services in camps, using evidence-based analysis to inform decision-making and ensure humanitarian responses prioritize protection. The organization is also involved in disaster-induced displacements when certain criteria are met, typically providing time-limited support.

          
            
              Delivering a protection and solutions response
            
          

          In its CCCM role, UNHCR fosters a community-based protection approach to address critical risks like sexual and gender-based violence (SGBV) and child protection. Through its experience in shelter and camp management, UNHCR integrates its expertise to ensure safe and inclusive settlements for IDPs and actively promotes their engagement in decision-making. UNHCR also supports the development of comprehensive cluster strategies, mobilizing resources to fill service gaps when necessary. A core focus of UNHCR’s CCCM role is to mainstream protection across humanitarian interventions, reinforcing local actors’ capacities to eventually assume camp management responsibilities.

          
            
              Disengaging responsibly
            
          

          UNHCR aims to transition camp management to local authorities as soon as possible, providing technical support, training, and resources to build their capacity. This “responsible disengagement” ensures a sustainable handover, allowing local entities to lead in managing and supporting IDP communities. Additionally, UNHCR supports long-term solutions by facilitating the integration of IDPs into national services, promoting inclusive development, and strengthening resilience through joint humanitarian and development actions, in line with the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development.

        

      

      
        Post emergency phase

        
          Localization is a key driver in achieving solutions and reducing the need for planned camps. In most cases, locally led responses are more cost-efficient, less bureaucratic and better able to provide sustainable, contextualized solutions. Despite the best intentions of international actors, the structure of the humanitarian system often leads to limited engagement of local actors. In the process of its work, the Cluster often plays a coordination role at site level. This provides an opportunity to be a leader in localization – promoting and supporting diverse local actors to lead responses.

          The role of the Cluster includes facilitating transition of camp management to local actors and authorities. This involves developing contextual analyses and conducting stakeholder mapping to identify local actors, assess scenarios, and establish benchmarks to guide the transition process. Transition plans are created to actively engage local partners, prepare handover plans, and transition the CCCM Cluster’s role from direct management to an advisory capacity from the onset. Ensuring that transition strategies are in place across all locations is essential, with the Strategic Advisory Group overseeing progress toward eventual exit. To support these goals, the CCCM Cluster maintains open lines of communication and ensures that local actors have access to information on cluster activities, fostering transparency and local ownership in camp management.

          The CCCM Cluster plays a key role in strengthening the capacity of local and national actors to effectively coordinate and manage camp activities. This includes providing targeted support to enhance local skills, emphasizing learning and guidance that lead to sustainable benefits, especially in accessing and managing funding. Capacity-building efforts incorporate knowledge exchange initiatives and foster partnerships with local stakeholders to build a stronger, locally-led response. Furthermore, the CCCM Cluster ensures that recruitment processes contribute to, rather than diminish, national capacity by prioritizing deployment opportunities and structured learning programs that support lasting skill development for national actors.

          
            Solutions from the Start
          

          While recognizing that return, relocation and integration remain the mandate of the State, the Cluster ensures that displaced people can identify and access humanitarian assistance and protection they need, delivered according to standards and held to account.

          Increasing displacement, and reducing resources highlight that efforts need to better integrate solutions from the start.  The Cluster supports partners to design sustainable programs to achieve self-reliance and reduce aid dependency. The role of the Cluster will focus on working with communities to transition from emergency relief to self-reliance, towards sustainable solutions. 

          
            Camp Closure Guidelines (2014)
          

          
            Community Engagement in Site Closure and Transition
          

        

      

      
        Checklist for a CCCM cluster at the country level based on IASC core cluster coordination functions

        
          
            
              
                CCCM Cluster Coordination Checklist
              
            

          

          
            
              CCCM Cluster Coordination Team
            

            In line with IASC cluster coordination leadership commitments, the following positions are recommended at country level, at a minimum:

            
              	A dedicated CCCM Cluster Coordinator;

              	A dedicated CCCM Information Management Officer;

              	Depending on the humanitarian response's size and scale, it may be necessary to designate a full-time post to support the cluster coordinator with deputizing the role and coordinating sub-national clusters;

              	A Capacity Building CCCM Officer for cluster support is recommended;

              	Sub-national cluster coordinators as needed.

            

            See graphic: A minimum CCCM cluster coordination structure for a system-wide L3 emergency:

            
              
                  
        

              

              
                
              

            

          

        

      

      
        Standards

        
          
            
              
                CCCM Cluster, Minimum Standards for Camp Management, 2021
              

            

          

        

      

      
        Annexes

        
          
            
              
                CCCM Cluster, Global Cluster Strategy 2025-2029
                
                  

                

              

            

          

          
            
              
                CCCM Cluster, Minimum Standards for Camp Management, 2021
                
                  

                

              

            

          

          
            
              
                CCCM Position on Area-Based Approaches
                
                  

                

              

            

          

        

      

      
        Learning and field practices

        
          
            
              
                
                  
                    Resources page in the CCCM Cluster
                  

                

              

              
                
                  
                    Global CCCM online training on CCCM
                  

                

              

              
                
                  
                    Introduction to the Minimum Standards for Camp Management
                  

                

              

              
                
                  
                    CCCM Cluster´s Youtube Channel
                  

                

              

              
                
                  
                    The Community Engagement Forum (Community of Practice)
                  

                

              

            

          

        

      

      
        Links

        
          Global CCCM Cluster webpage
          Global CCCM Coordination toolkit
          Global CM Toolkit
          Minimum Standards for Camp Management
          Building Blocks Implementation Planning Tool (accessible to UNHCR staff only) 
          Joint UNHCR and OCHA Note on Mixed Situations
          Twitter CCCM cluster
        

      

      
        Main contacts

        
          Contact the Global CCCM Cluster: globalsupport@cccmcluster.org

        

      

    

  
    Multi-cluster / sector Initial Rapid Needs Assessment (MIRA)

    
      12 February 2025

      
        Key points

        
          	
      A MIRA is an inter-agency needs assessment and analysis process that is carried out within the first three days of a disaster under the guidance of the Humanitarian Coordinator. It forms the basis for the humanitarian country team’s (HCT) joint strategic plan for emergency response

          	
      UNHCR engages in and supports the MIRA at an early stage to ensure that protection concerns are incorporated in secondary data reviews, primary data collection methods, and results analysis

          	
       UNHCR is expected to take ownership of MIRA elements, including analysis and interpretation of results that concern clusters (co-)led by UNHCR

          	
      UNHCR provides protection guidance to the overall MIRA process

        

      

      
        Overview

        
          This entry should be read in conjunction with the entry on Emergency Response Preparedness approach (IASC), the Humanitarian Response Plans (HRPs) and Flash Appeals (FAs), the Cluster approach and the International Coordination Architecture; you may also want to consider information in the Needs assessment for refugee emergencies (NARE).

          A MIRA is an inter-agency needs assessment and analysis process that forms the basis for the humanitarian country team’s (HCT) joint strategic plan for emergency response. While the MIRA analytical framework and approach may be adapted to various emergency contexts and can be used to respond to IDP or non-refugee emergencies, it is most effective in a sudden onset natural disaster, when conducted within the first weeks.

          The MIRA process focuses on producing a situational analysis during the first three days after the onset of a disaster or an escalation, followed by a MIRA report within two weeks. MIRAs are managed by OCHA under the overall guidance of the Humanitarian Coordinator (HC), supported by the humanitarian community through clusters, and may be undertaken in coordination with host governments. They are included in the IASC Guidance for Inter-agency Contingency Planning and Emergency Response Preparedness.

        

      

      
        Relevance for emergency operations

        
          A MIRA may be undertaken when the following conditions are present:

          
            	New and sudden onset disaster followed by a period of relative stability enabling humanitarian access;

            	Urgent need for information required to inform coordinated planning and response;

            	The humanitarian community in country is willing to share information and coordinate.

          

          Note: Additional details and an easy to use graph illustrating conditions which should be factored into a decision to conduct a MIRA are available in the 2015 "MIRA Multi-Sector Initial Rapid Assessment Guidance ", (page 2).

The MIRA is intended to support stakeholders in reaching a shared understanding of the humanitarian situation and its likely evolution at its earliest stages to inform initial strategic response decisions in relation to:

          
            	The impact of the disaster, including scale and severity, priority needs, risks/vulnerabilities;

            	The capacity to respond, both by national and international actors, including limitations; and

            	Priority areas for intervention.

          

        

      

      
        Main guidance

        
          The MIRA methodology is comprised of the following fundamental elements: a secondary data review, collection of primary data, joint analysis and reporting.

          According to the 2015 IASC MIRA guidance, a successful MIRA requires a small team of key response actors with the required technical skillset; too large of an assessment team may overwhelm the MIRA coordination process.

Secondary data review
The organizations participating in a MIRA collect and analyse quantitative and qualitative information pre and post disaster. e.g. information on the geographical area, people or sectors affected, using an adapted MIRA analytical framework as a guide. Within the MIRA approach, inter-sectoral analysis is then conducted jointly and consensus is reached on the most severely affected areas, population groups etc.

Secondary data plays a crucial role in the early stages of an emergency when it may be impossible to collect primary data because time, staff, resources and access may be limited. Where needed and in "mixed settings" where populations of humanitarian concern include refugees, IDPs and other affected groups, UNHCR may support the secondary data review, notably to collect information related to refugees (number, size of population, protection concerns, locations, demographics, etc.). For more information on how to conduct a secondary data review, see the entry on needs assessment for refugee emergencies (NARE).

Primary data collection at community level; sampling size and site selection
Led by OCHA, partaking organizations identify and agree on parameters for designing and testing the MIRA sampling form, and determine how primary data will be collected (sampling methods, sites, timeframe, other specifics). As cluster lead, UNHCR has a responsibility to participate in this phase by attending OCHA-chaired inter-agency meetings and supporting the analysis process with contributions. UNHCR staff will participate in this stage of the MIRA process by collecting data as members of inter-agency assessment teams. A small inter-agency assessment team collects primary data for the MIRA, generally through direct observation, key informants interviews and community focus group discussions.

          Note: focus group discussions within the MIRA process are referred to as ‘Community Group Discussion' and generally operate under the same principals as UNHCR's focus group discussions.

During observation and interviews, keep these key questions in mind:

          
            	What has changed over time? What has remained the same?

            	What is surprising, important or different about one group (or time, or place) when compared to another?

            	If conditions did not worsen, why not? If conditions worsen now, what will be the cause?

            	What is the next level of detail required?

          

          Direct observation provides a snapshot of an affected population or location. Observe (see, smell and hear) conditions and features of the community or place from a range of viewpoints. Walk across the community, avoid obvious routes (roads, paths or natural boundaries), to obtain a variety of perspectives and a balanced view.

Look around and talk to people, with a gender, age and diversity approach. See what is there, what is not there, and what should be there: observe water collection points, latrines, communal washing areas, schools, storage facilities, tea shops, cemeteries, markets, health facilities, religious centres. In markets, see what people buy and sell and note the prices of basic commodities.

Interviews with key informants. Arrange interviews with individuals of different backgrounds, responsibilities, genders, ages, and religious and/or ethnic minorities to ensure a full picture of the affected community… Where an affected community includes different population groups, such as a host population and a displaced population, key informants should be selected from all groups of interest. Conduct Interviews (using tools and measurement that can be compared) at each group level.

Situation analysis: summarizing secondary and primary data
The MIRA process combines the secondary and primary data it has collected to generate an overall analysis. This includes possible scenarios (best case, worst case) of how the crisis is likely to unfold.

Coordinated by OCHA, a situation analysis should become available within 72 hours of the start of an emergency. The analysis is the product of discussion between all the humanitarian actors involved, and reports their agreed findings and the decisions that follow from them. Under OCHA’s overall guidance/coordination, UNHCR contributes to this process by working in the cluster system, and providing field support, staff and analysis for clusters that UNHCR (co) leads or supports. UNHCR also participates in discussion and analysis of MIRA data at inter-agency MIRA meetings led by OCHA. The situational analysis is then continuously updated during the first two weeks of a disaster, and used as a basis from which to draft the MIRA report.

OCHA produces a MIRA report that contains the findings of the assessment within 2 weeks of the start of a disaster. The report informs more detailed response planning, including revised appeals, where applicable.

          
            UNHCR’s role and accountabilities
          

          In emergency IDP situations, UNHCR contributes to the MIRA process for the clusters it co-(leads) during the MIRA assessment and analysis process. UNHCR may directly contribute to the inter-sectoral review process of available pre-crisis and post–crisis secondary data as part of an assessment team that produces the situational analysis within the first three days of a disaster. Clusters/sectors may also carry out a sector-specific analysis where needed.

UNHCR staff will participate in MIRA field assessments and data collection and engage in inter-sectoral discussions and analysis of the data. UNHCR will also contribute to the MIRA report findings and decisions.

          
            Considerations for UNHCR’s engagement at country level
          

          Information management officers and UNHCR cluster (co-)leads for the protection, shelter, and camp coordination and management clusters, as applicable, contribute to the MIRA process, including design, delivery and results analysis.

UNHCR supports UNHCR-led clusters during MIRAs and participates through these clusters in secondary data reviews, primary data collection, analysis, and MIRA results.

UNHCR may also take a lead role in analysing population estimates and trends in the context of a MIRA assessment.

        

      

      
        Links

        
          Needs assessments: guidance & templates (OCHA)
          MIRA Guidance (2015)
          Needs assessment for refugee emergencies (NARE)
          The Cooperation Framework
          IASC Guidance for Inter-agency Contingency Planning and Emergency Response Prep…
          CCCM Cluster
          Global Protection Cluster
          Shelter Cluster
        

      

      
        Main contacts

        
          
            	For technical advice and information on in-depth assessments relating to thematic areas falling under UNHCR's (co-)led clusters, please contact the Assessment Team (Division of Strategic Planning and Results)

            	Global Protection Cluster: gpc@unhcr.org

            	Global Camp Coordination and Camp Management (CCCM) Cluster:  HQGLOBCC@unhcr.org

            	Global Shelter Cluster: HQShelter@unhcr.org

          

        

      

    

  
    Protection Cluster

    
      31 January 2025

      
        Key points

        
          	
      Contact the Global Protection Cluster Ops Cell within the Division of International Protection in UNHCR as soon as there is an indication that cluster activation will be discussed. Ensure the Protection Cluster is well-run, structured, staffed and capacitated at national and sub-national levels (at minimum, a protection cluster coordinator and information management officer for the Protection Cluster and its Areas of Responsibilities (AoRs)

          	
      Ensure coherence of action with the Areas of Responsibilities (AoRs) in coordination with their respective lead agencies, as well as with other clusters, in particular the UNHCR-led Shelter and CCCM clusters i.e., work to implement the UNHCR tri-cluster approach.  Ensure the response always meets minimum standards

          	
      Act as provider of last resort. This means that, where necessary, and depending on access, security and availability of funding, UNHCR as the cluster lead, must be ready to ensure the provision of services required to fulfil crucial gaps identified by the cluster and reflected in the HC-led Humanitarian Response Plan. Acting as provider of last resort similarly applies to the AoRs for their respective areas

          	
      Ensure accountability to the crisis affected persons and communities and the Humanitarian coordinator on behalf of the Cluster. Ensure the voices of crisis affected persons and communities are heard, predictably and consistently

          	
      Promote the Centrality of Protection in the overall humanitarian action and on the pursuit of solutions by providing regular collective protection analysis briefings to Humanitarian County Teams (HCTs), at the inter-cluster level and to donors to ensure that protection risks and resulting needs of affected populations drive humanitarian strategies, advocacy and response plans; and by engaging and supporting other clusters in mainstreaming and integrating protection in their own analysis, strategies, and response and services. Assist the Resident/Humanitarian Coordinator (RC-HC) in preparing the HCT’s Protection Strategy. Lead the cluster effort on nexus with development, peace, and security actors

        

      

      
        Overview

        
          The mission of protection clusters is to ensure well-coordinated, effective, and principled preparedness actions and responses, and that protection is at the core of all humanitarian actions and recognized as essential in any nexus with development and peace action to achieve solutions. Through such coordination, people are better protected in humanitarian crises and their rights respected and solutions found in accordance with international law. The protection cluster includes ‘areas of responsibilities' that are attributed to UNFPA for gender-based violence (GBV), to UNICEF for child protection, to UNMAS for mine action, and to NRC and UN-Habitat for housing, land and property (HLP). Recognizing that protection is central to the purpose of any humanitarian response, the protection cluster advises and provides continuous analyses of protection risks to the Humanitarian Coordinator (HC) and HCT, and works with all clusters to strengthen protection and rights-based responses.

          Values and principles of the protection cluster include: 1) affected persons are at the centre and meaningfully participating in protection activities. Preparedness action and response are driven by the diversity of people affected by crises to whom we are accountable; 2) we are committed to humanitarian and protection principles, gender equality and inclusion; 3) field priorities guide our action while we embrace and respond to the diversity of our membership, from local to global actors; 4) we are forward-looking and readily adaptable to address growing and emerging protection challenges.

        

      

      
        Relevance for emergency operations

        
          IASC Clusters are created when existing coordination mechanisms are overwhelmed or constrained in their ability to respond to identified needs in line with humanitarian principles, which frequently occurs in emergencies. Clusters are activated as part of an international emergency response, in situations of internal displacement and natural disasters, based on an analysis of humanitarian needs, existing coordination mechanisms and capacity on the ground. Clusters are a temporary coordination solution and efforts should be made as soon as appropriate and possible to hand over coordination to the relevant authorities. Within the inter-agency humanitarian architecture, UNHCR is the lead agency for Protection, Camp Coordination and Camp Management (CCCM) and Shelter clusters for non-refugee humanitarian crises, including for internal displacement in conflict situations. Final arrangements at country-level should be dictated by operational circumstances, including the presence and capacity of protection actors. The three Clusters are complementary and can jointly increase the protection dividends and rationalize UNHCR programming. Our responsibilities and accountabilities in leadership and coordination require dedicated cluster coordination capacities which should be planned for accordingly.

          UNHCR should recommend the activation of protection clusters when there are protection risks and needs and the government requires additional capacity for coordination of protection-related responses. According to the UNHCR Policy on Emergency Preparedness and Response (2023), in situations of conflict, UNHCR leads the Protection Cluster from the start of the emergency and leads or co-leads inter-agency efforts on AAP and participate in or (co-) lead PSEA. In cases of natural hazard-induced internal displacement, UNHCR assesses its capacity for operational response and cluster leadership, based on an adequate UNHCR in-country presence and in consultation with the government and other humanitarian actors as appropriate. If UNHCR is already leading the cluster for a conflict-induced emergency when a natural hazard event occurs, that leadership must be maintained. For cluster activation and cluster transition and deactivation, see IASC Reference Module for Cluster Coordination at Country Level.

        

      

      
        Main guidance

        
          In refugee situations, the clusters do not apply, and the response is coordinated within the framework of the Refugee Coordination Model (RCM). In mixed settings, the Joint UNHCR and OCHA Note on Mixed Situations: Coordination in Practice applies.

          
            
              
                	
                  Support service delivery
                
                	
                  
                    	Establish appropriate coordination platforms and mechanisms for the Cluster and its AoRs, which may include Strategic Advisory Groups (SAGs) and key technical working groups (TWG)

                    	Ensure appropriate participation of national/local actors in coordination structure

                    	Adopt Terms of Reference (ToR) and disseminate with operational partners

                    	Develop an annual calendar and roadmap/workplan

                  

                
                	
                  
                    	Update the 3W/5W data on a monthly basis

                    	Address duplication of action and take action on critical challenges & response delays or gaps

                    	Update GPC data on a quarterly basis

                  

                
                	
                  
                    	Update the mapping of service providers on a regular basis

                    	Adopt and disseminate referral minimum standards

                    	Sensitize humanitarian actors on minimum standards on safe and appropriate referrals

                  

                
              

              
                	
                  Inform HCT strategic decision-making
                
                	
                  
                    	Conduct information landscape review

                    	Set up appropriate mechanisms to collect/gather data on key indicators

                    	Establish information sharing protocols

                  

                
                	
                  
                    	Establish collective analysis WG

                    	Consolidate and analyse quarterly Protection data and information

                    	Produce Protection Analysis Updates (PAU) by identifying protections risks and providing recommendations

                  

                
                	
                  
                    	Identify and collect data for Joint and Inter-sectoral Analysis Framework (JIAF) & sectoral HNO strategic needs indicators

                    	Define severity mapping & People in Need (PiN)

                    	Organize regional and national workshops for collective risks and needs analysis

                    	Draft Humanitarian Needs Overview (HNO) narrative

                  

                
              

              
                	
                  Plan and implement Cluster strategies
                
                	
                  
                    	Contribute to the Humanitarian Response Plan (HRP)

                    	Develop a multi-year Protection Cluster strategy

                    	Contribute to the HCT Protection Strategy

                  

                
                	
                  
                    	Contribute to the HCT Protection Strategy

                    	Ensure the Centrality of Protection in the HRP and other strategic planning processes

                    	Engage with human rights, development, and peace/security actors (nexus)

                    	Engage in the Protection of Civilians (PoC) and/or durable solution strategies (nexus)

                  

                
                	
                  
                    	Engage donors

                    	Contribute to County-based Pooled Funds (CBPF) allocations

                    	Contribute to the Central Emergency Response Fund (CERF)

                  

                
              

              
                	
                  Monitor and evaluate the response
                
                	
                  
                    	Monitor response progress monthly/quarterly (5W)

                    	Monitor funding monthly/quarterly

                    	Monitor program and service quality (field visits, peer-2-peer visits, etc)

                  

                
                	
                  
                    	Identify priorities for training and capacity building for partners on sector standards

                    	Sensitize partners on Code of Conduct (CoC), PSEA, Child Safeguarding, and AAP

                    	Train partners on safe and appropriate referrals and Psychological First Aid (PFA)

                    	Train protection cluster and other cluster partners on protection mainstreaming/integration

                  

                
                	
                  
                    	Sensitize and engage cluster partners on the Cluster Coordination Performance Monitoring (CCPM)

                    	Organize CCPM workshop with partners to review achievements and discuss survey results

                    	Adopt CCPM report and action plan

                    	Monitor coordination action plan and keep GPC data up to date

                  

                
              

              
                	
                  Build national capacity
                
                	
                  
                    	Integrate prevention and preparedness in the HRP

                    	Develop specific preparedness/contingency plans (armed violence, disaster, health emergency)

                    	Building local capacity and preparedness

                    	Ensuring the centrality of protection in preparedness and contingency planning

                  

                
                	
                  
                    	Build on existing national/local coordination structures and strategies whenever possible and appropriate

                    	Ensure Cluster SAG and strategic review panels (HRP, Pooled Funds) include NNGOs

                    	Promote local authorities and NNGO leadership or co-coordination of the cluster and its AoRs at national or subnational level when and where appropriate

                    	25% of Protection & AoR funding dedicated to NNGOs through direct funding, with Pooled Funds prioritized for NNGOs whenever possible

                    	Promote partnerships between international and local actors, including trough HRP and Pooled Fund projects, and in engagement with donors

                    	Promote community-led programming

                  

                
                	 
              

              
                	
                  Support robust advocacy
                
                	
                  
                    	Map advocacy priorities and capacity across cluster partners

                    	Develop a collective advocacy strategy and action plan with clear priorities, objectives, targets, actions and leads

                    	Develop, update and disseminate key collective messages/talking points to be used by cluster partners

                    	Set up a collective advocacy WG to coordinate advocacy actions from partners, and develop and implement the Cluster’s advocacy strategy based on the Cluster SAG instructions and oversight

                    	Contribute to HCT advocacy actions to address acute protection risks

                  

                
                	
                  
                    	Brief the Inter-cluster Coordination Group (ICCG)/HCT at least quarterly

                    	Brief donors at least quarterly

                    	Brief the UNHCR Rep/Senior Management Group (SMG) at least quarterly

                    	Contribute to the UN Peace Operation mandates/Group of Experts

                  

                
                	
                  
                    	Identify communication priorities

                    	Cultivate relationship with media

                    	Update regularly GPC website operation page

                  

                
              

              
                	
                  AAP/Protection mainstreaming
                
                	
                  
                    	Train protection partners on protection mainstreaming principles

                    	Engage OCHA to ensure concrete protection mainstreaming requirements in HRP and Pooled Fund projects – including through clearly identified resources

                    	Train/Sensitize cluster partners on protection mainstreaming principles and requirements prior to HRP and Pooled Fund projects submissions

                    	Engage and support (key) clusters to ensure protection mainstreaming and integration in their strategy and programs

                    	Centrality of protection, AAP, AGD, human rights, PoC, Durable Solutions mainstreamed

                  

                
                	
                  
                    	Coordinate with OCHA and PSEA network to vet all cluster partners to ensure they have policies and trained their (protection) staff on CoC, PSEA, and Child Safeguarding

                    	Support capacity building of partners to ensure they have the policies in place and capacity to implement them

                    	Ensure partners are cleared and eligible for HRP and Pooled Funds as per OCHA’s Humanitarian Funding Unit (HFU) standards

                  

                
                	
                  
                    	Engage interagency WG on AAP, Communication with Communities (CWC), Risk Communication and Community Engagement (RCCE)

                    	Coordinate partners approaches on RCCE

                    	Coordinate partners approaches on Complaints and Feedback Mechanisms (CFMs) in line with applicable standards

                  

                
              

              
                	
                  Leadership and resources
                
                	
                  
                    	Activating the Cluster

                    	Deactivation/Transition strategy

                  

                
                	
                  
                    	Establish effective leadership and governance of the Cluster

                    	Recruit required coordination staff

                    	Budget for Cluster coordination

                  

                
                	
                  
                    	Capacity-building of coordination teams

                  

                
              

            
          

          Through the GPC Operations Cell, protection clusters at national level can access additional support through the Interagency Protection Support Desk and through emergency deployment rosters from UNHCR and stand-by partners. Support missions can be requested for short-term assistance on strategy development, capacity building, and specific programmatic or advocacy activities. UNHCR and the GPC, through its global network, can also provide targeted capacity building and resources, for example on IDP law and policy and on protection information management. Finally, protection clusters can access tools and guidance through the GPC web portal.

        

      

      
        Post emergency phase

        
          In situations of sudden-onset emergency, the review of cluster coordination architecture, transition and de-activation should take place within three months to ensure it is fit for purpose. The HC/HCT should ensure that clusters have developed an outline of a transition or de-activation strategy at 90 days after activation. In protracted crisis situations, the review should be done annually. More regular reviews are required if strategic response plans are revised to reflect changes in the humanitarian context. Where possible, reviews should be completed before the start of new strategic planning cycles. For cluster transition and deactivation, see IASC Reference Module for Cluster Coordination at Country Level.

        

      

      
        Checklist

        
          
            Core Functions of a Protection Cluster at Country Level (see, Field Coordination Package | Global Protection Cluster and IASC Reference Module for Cluster Coordination at Country Level)

          

        

      

      
        Standards

        
          
            
              
                
                  
                    
      Protection risks analysis and monitoring
                    
                      The GPC and Protection Clusters regularly monitor and provide analysis on most critical protection risks. The GPC and its AoRs agreed on 15 standard protection risks to report against across emergency crises. These include:

                      1) Abduction, kidnapping, enforced disappearance, arbitrary or unlawful arrest and/or detention;

                      2) Attacks on civilians and other unlawful killings, and attacks on civilian objects;

                      3) Child and forced family separation;

                      4) Child, early or forced marriage;

                      5) Discrimination and stigmatization, denial of resources, opportunities, services and/or humanitarian access;

                      6) Disinformation and denial of access to information;

                      7) Forced recruitment, and association of children in armed forces and groups;

                      8) Gender-based violence;

                      9) Impediments and/or restrictions to access to legal identity, remedies and justice;

                      10) Presence of mines and other explosive ordnance;

                      11) Psychological/emotional abuse or inflicted distress;

                      12) Theft, extortion, forced eviction or destruction of personal property;

                      13) Torture or cruel, inhuman, degrading treatment or punishment;

                      14) Trafficking in persons, forced labour or slavery-like practices;

                      15) Unlawful impediments or restrictions to freedom of movement, siege and forced disappearance.

                      Dedicated guidance on agreed protection risks definitions is available here, and additional guidance and standards on protection analysis is available here.

                    

                  
                

              

              
                
                  
                    
      Protection cluster severity of needs, people affected, in need and targeted
                    
                      Protection Clusters contribute to the Humanitarian Programme Cycle (HPC), on a yearly basis, by providing a comprehensive needs analysis based on 'severity of protection needs'. The analysis and severity of needs guides the calculation of People in Need (PiN), which is one of the key deliverables for the Humanitarian Needs Overview (HNO).

                      At the Humanitarian Response Plan (HRP) stage, the Protection Cluster provides a narrative on its sectoral response, indicating how the latter contributes to the collective response to achieve the strategic objectives of the HRP. People targeted is one of the key deliverables of the HRP, which should be derived from the response capacity on the ground, physical access, etc. The HRP details the financial requirements and an overview of the monitoring objectives.

                      The Protection Cluster uses a set of standards such as the Protection Cluster methodology on severity/people in need and intersectoral analysis. These guidelines, together with the suggested list of indicators for need analysis, are available at HPC Guidance | Global Protection Cluster, and updated regularly.

                    

                  
                

              

              
                
                  
                    
      Common Framework of Analysis for Protection Sector
                    
                      The Global Protection Cluster, AoRs and Partners have endorsed a common Protection Analytical Framework (PAF). The PAF provides the common approach to organize data and information for robust, context-specific protection analysis. The PAF guides Protection Clusters and partners’ identification of most critical protection risks, to inform the identification of actions, resulting critical needs and dedicated advocacy efforts. The PAF guidance includes 1) an Introduction; 2) Specific tools; and 3) Guidance on the analysis process. The GPC provides regular updates on methodologies and tools here.

                      Protection Clusters, with the support of their AoRs, coordinate continuous joint-analysis. These processes inform strategy, planning and the Protection Clusters contribution to the Humanitarian Project Cycle. The analysis is regularly provided through Protection Analysis Updates (PAUs) which inform the Protection Cluster contribution to the overall analysis of HNOs and are used for the coordination of joint actions with protection partners and AoRs. The GPC has developed: 1) Standard formats and samples; 2) Annotated guidance, 3) A tutorial on protection risks analysis; and 4) A repository of PAUs published by operations.

                      A Protection Risk Analysis Training Package and an Introduction to Protection Analysis course have been developed with the support of the GPC Information and Analysis Working Group.

                    

                  
                

              

            

          

        

      

      
        Annexes

        
          
            
              
                GPC, Protection in a Climate of Change Strategic Framework 2020-2024
                
                  

                

              

            

          

          
            
              
                Guidance Package for UNHCR’s Engagement in Situations of Internal Displacement, 2019
                
                  

                

              

            

          

          
            
              
                IASC, Policy on Protection in Humanitarian Action, 2016
                
                  

                

              

            

          

          
            
              
                IASC, Reference Module for Cluster Coordination at Country Level, 2015
                
                  

                

              

            

          

          
            
              
                Joint UNHCR OCHA Note on Mixed Situations, Coordination in Practice, 2014
                
                  

                

              

            

          

        

      

      
        Learning and field practices

        
          
            
              
                
                  
                    Protection Analytical Framework - Global Protection Cluster
                  

                

              

              
                
                  
                    Protection Risks - Global Protection Cluster
                  

                

              

              
                
                  
                    Specialisation Programme on Protection Coordination - International Institute o…
                  

                

              

            

          

        

      

      
        Links

        
          Global Protection Cluster
          Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs
          Inter-Agency Standing Committee
        

      

      
        Main contacts

        
          
            hqproclu@unhcr.org
          

           

        

      

    

  
    Search and rescue response and coordination (natural disasters)

    
      25 March 2026

      
        Key points

        
          	
      Search and rescue operations in the field are coordinated by OSOCC, which is usually staffed by an UNDAC team. When appropriate, OSOCC also links the search and rescue response and the humanitarian cluster based response.

          	
      When working alongside a search and rescue operation in the aftermath of a natural disaster, UNHCR should participate in the OSOCC led coordination.

          	
      OSOCCs may establish a ‘reception and departure centre' (RDC). (In some cases, these are set up before the OSOCC.) RDCs coordinate international relief traffic and are often the first point of contact for relief teams arriving in an affected country. Services that RDCs are expected to provide include situational updates, operational information, logistical support, and facilitation of immigration and customs procedures for staff, equipment and humanitarian aid.

          	
      The Virtual OSOCC is an important coordination and information sharing tool after natural disasters. With other responders, UNHCR staff can register and create user accounts at this website.

        

      

      
        Overview

        
          This Entry describes international search and rescue actors, systems and coordination, and how UNHCR teams can link up with them when necessary.
 
Major sudden onset natural disasters – such as earthquakes, tsunamis, storms) typically damage infrastructure, cause injury and sometimes massive loss of life, and trap people in debris. An immediate life-saving response is required to rescue those who are trapped and stabilise or evacuate survivors. The difference between life and death can be a matter of hours. Initial life-saving search and rescue operations need to arrive very fast, possess specialised skills, and often need heavy or specialised technical equipment. The operational context may be extremely challenging, as responders work in debris fields and areas where public services and infrastructure are entirely disrupted or destroyed.
 
A number of national and international actors provide these highly specialised and responsive services. Search and rescue services, emergency medical services, and civil contingency agencies are usually the first responders, sometimes supported by military assets. They are coordinated, pooled and supported by international coordination and response mechanisms.
 
UN and NGO humanitarian actors are sometimes required to work alongside international ‘search and rescue' operations. It is important to understand their methods of work and coordination mechanisms. Relevant bodies include the UN Disaster Assessment and Coordination (UNDAC) mechanism, the On-Site Operations Coordination Centre (OSOCC), and the International Search and Rescue Advisory Group (INSARAG).

        

      

      
        Main guidance

        
          Underlying rationale / objective of the approach or system
 

          In natural disasters, the goal of a search and rescue operation is to rescue the largest number of people in the shortest time, while minimizing risk to rescuers. ‘Urban search and rescue' (USAR) is the name given to efforts to location and rescue persons from collapsed buildings or other urban and industrial sites.
 
Due to the specialized nature of their work, most USAR teams are multi-disciplinary and include personnel from police, fire and emergency medical services. Most USAR responders have basic training in structural collapse and the dangers associated with live wires, broken gas lines, and other hazards. Originally set up to deal with earthquakes, USAR operations may nowadays be triggered by cyclones, storms and tornadoes, floods, dam failures, technological accidents, security incidents, and hazardous materials releases.

           

          Policy, strategy and/or guidance
 

          USAR missions typically have three phases:
 
Assessment
Facts are gathered and a course of action determined. The team establishes what types of structures are involved, the extent of damage, the layout of building(s), hazards (downed power lines, gas leaks, flooding, animals, hazardous materials, structures that may collapse during the  rescue, etc.); and what rescue personnel and equipment are required and are available. Structural damage is usually categorized as light, moderate, or heavy. Assessment is an ongoing process that continues through all phases of search and rescue operations; plans are modified as needed.。
 
Search
Search techniques focus on where victims are likely to be located and areas of entrapment. Areas of entrapment inside damaged structures are called voids; they include spaces that victims get into to protect themselves (under desks, in bathtubs, in cupboards). When potential areas of entrapment have been identified and the potential number of victims estimated, search operations begin. Initially, searchers call out, requesting victims to identify their location, following a systematic search pattern. Patterns include: triangulation (three searchers approach an entrapment zone from three directions); a right/left search pattern (one team searches the left side and another team the right side of a building); or a bottom-up/top-down search pattern. Searchers stop frequently to listen for noises or efforts to communicate. Searchers may all simultaneously stop their activity at specified times to do this. Where many structures are damaged (after hurricanes, for instance) the exterior walls of buildings that have been searched are marked using INSARAG's building marking system (see below).
 
Rescue
Trapped victims are removed and given medical aid as necessary. Triage may be used to prioritize assistance for those who need it most. Before removing victims, it is often necessary to move or stabilize debris. Victims may be able to walk to safety themselves, or may be removed using lifts, drags, or carries. Removal of victims is designed to avoid further injury.

INSARAG building marking system
Search and rescue teams mark buildings according to agreed codes that indicate the status of a structure and persons associated with it.

          
            	The search team marks out a 1 metre by 1 metre square, and inside it writes G or N (‘go' or ‘no-go'), the team's identity, when the search started (date and time), and when the search was completed (date and time).

            	They write the number of live victims rescued to the left of the square; the number of dead victims found to the right of the square; and the number of persons who have not been accounted for below the square.

            	They write additional information on hazards associated with the structure above the square.

            	When the team has done all it can do, it draws a circle around the entire marking.

            	After all work on the structure has been completed and it is confirmed that there are no more victims, a horizontal line is drawn through the entire marking.

          

          
            
                
        

            

            
              
            

          

          
Role of partners involved
 

          International Search and Rescue Advisory Group (INSARAG)
INSARAG is a global network of more than 80 countries and organisations under the UN umbrella. It deals with issues related to urban search and rescue, establishes minimum international standards for USAR teams, and promotes a methodology for international coordination of earthquake responses based on the INSARAG Guidelines. These were endorsed by the UN General Assembly in 2002 (Resolution 57/150 on ‘Strengthening the effectiveness and coordination of international urban search and rescue assistance').
 
The INSARAG Guidelines and INSARAG Technical Guidance Notes define a response cycle that includes: preparedness, mobilization, operations, demobilization, and post-mission. They describe what is expected of international USAR teams when they respond to an earthquake, what is expected of affected countries, and how USAR teams should coordinate.
 
UN Disaster Assessment and Coordination (UNDAC)
UNDAC is a standby roster of disaster management professionals from governments, UN agencies, and other disaster response organizations, that can be deployed within 12-24 hours of an emergency. UNDAC teams are deployed to natural disasters at the request of the host Government. The mechanism was set up to respond to natural disasters and is typically not activated for complex emergencies unless specific circumstances or requests justify deployment.
 
UNDAC teams normally stay in affected areas for an initial emergency response phase (two to four weeks). They assist the affected Government to assess and analyse needs, and coordinate the international response by establishing an on-site operations coordination centre (OSOCC) which manages information and provides liaison. After earthquakes, UNDAC teams offer reception facilities to incoming international urban search-and-rescue teams and bilateral relief teams. UNDAC teams can request technical support for mapping, connectivity, and relief-related software solutions from partners such as MapAction and Télécoms sans Frontières. UNDAC teams bring their own telecommunications, office and personal equipment.
 
On-site operations coordination centres (OSOCC)
OSOCCs are established to help local authorities coordinate international relief after a disaster. They are set up immediately by the first arriving international urban search-and-rescue team or the UNDAC team deployed by OCHA. OSOCC methodology is defined and governed by UNDAC's board.
 
An OSOCC has three primary objectives:

          
            	To link international responders and relevant institutions of the Government of the affected country.

            	To coordinate and facilitate the activities of international relief efforts at a disaster site, notably after an earthquake, when coordination of many international USAR teams is critical to the effectiveness of rescue efforts.

            	To provide a platform for cooperation, coordination and information management among international humanitarian agencies.

          

           
Global disaster alert and coordination system (GDACS) and virtual OSOCC
GDACS is a cooperation framework between the United Nations, the European Commission and disaster managers worldwide, to improve alerts, information exchange and coordination in the initial period after major sudden-onset disasters. The GDAC website provides natural disaster early warning information and alerts, and houses the ‘virtual on-site operations coordination centre' (Virtual OSOCC, or VO). The latter is used by many search and rescue actors and civil contingency agencies to coordinate their international preparedness and response. 

           

          UNHCR's role and accountabilities
 

          
            	When UNHCR operates in natural disaster situations in which search and rescue actors are active, it cooperates with OSOCC and UNDAC teams and accepts their responsibility to coordinate the links between search and rescue and humanitarian (cluster) responses in the first weeks of a natural disaster. Note: UNDAC does not coordinate the response to complex emergencies; existing refugee coordination structures are not affected.

            	OSOCC is a key meeting and information point during natural disaster responses, and may share office and meeting facilities. Whenever relevant, UNHCR should strive to attend coordination meetings and subscribe to information sharing mechanisms.

            	Many natural disaster activities are coordinated through the Virtual OSOCC﻿, especially during the first days of a response. UNHCR staff in natural disaster situations should create a user account and subscribe to relevant groups/mailing lists.

            	UNHCR staff can also create a user account at the Virtual OSOCC, and subscribe to alerts and updates on natural disasters.

          

        

      

      
        Links

        
          GDACS/Virtual OSOCC
          INSARAG
        

      

      
        Main contacts

        
          Division for Emergency, Security and Supply (DESS). At: hqemhand@unhcr.org

        

      

    

  
    Humanitarian Programme Cycle (IASC)

    
      26 August 2025

      
        Key points

        
          	
      The Humanitarian Programme Cycle (HPC) establishes the steps to take and tools to use to manage the inter-agency response to humanitarian crises (for IDPs and nationals of a country). The HPC seeks to achieve a needs-based approach to strategic planning, and standardizes the approach to needs assessment and analysis, strategic planning, resource allocation and monitoring.

          	
      UNHCR engages fully in HPC processes: familiarize yourself with, and follow, HPC procedures and guidance; fulfill cluster obligations and commit financial and human resources to support cluster roles and responsibilities. Request support from HQ if there are gaps.

          	
      When UNHCR leads a refugee operation in a country with an OCHA-led Humanitarian Needs and Response Plan (HNRP), it coordinates and prepares the refugee chapter in the HNRP, based on active and inclusive consultation with partners involved in the refugee response.

          	
      The HPC does not apply in refugee emergencies, which are covered by the UNHCR Refugee Coordination Model (RCM). In mixed situations including IDPs and refugees, UNHCR will apply the RCM and the arrangements in the UNHCR-OCHA Joint Note on Mixed Situations: Coordination in Practice. Contact the Partnership and Coordination Service in the Division of External Relation (DER) to consult on the best coordination and delivery arrangements.

        

      

      
        Overview

        
          
            This entry needs to be read in conjunction with the entries on the 
            
              Humanitarian Needs and Response Plans (HNRPs) and Flash Appeals (FAs)
            
            , the 
            
              Cluster approach
            
             and the 
            
              International Coordination Architecture
            
             as well as the 
            
              MIRA
            
            ; please also refer to the entries on 
            
              pool funding
            
             and 
            
              CERF
            
            .
          

          The Humanitarian Programme Cycle (HPC) is an operational framework developed by the Inter-Agency Standing Committee (IASC) that sets out the sequence of actions to prepare for, plan, manage, deliver and monitor collective responses in non-refugee humanitarian emergencies that may or may not have required a system-wide scale-up activation. Its successful implementation depends on emergency preparedness, effective coordination between national and local authorities and humanitarian actors, and information management.

          The model is driven by collectively owned evidence-based plans, direction by humanitarian country teams (HCTs) led by a humanitarian coordinator (HC), and accountability for results. Its process and tools focus on humanitarian actors working at national and subnational level in the field, not on external audiences.

          
The IASC HPC reference module outlines the main elements of the cycle.

Note. The HPC does not apply in refugee emergencies, which are covered by the UNHCR refugee coordination model (RCM). In mixed situations, where operations assist IDPs and refugees, the UNHCR-OCHA  Joint UNHCR- OCHA Note on Mixed Situations: Coordination in Practice describes the respective roles and responsibilities of the UNHCR country representative and the Humanitarian Coordinator (HC), ensuring that coordination is streamlined, complementary and mutually reinforcing.

          Humanitarian Programme Cycle:

          
            
                
        

            

            
              
            

            
              Humanitarian programme cycle (IASC)

            

          

           

        

      

      
        Main guidance

        
          The HPC defines the standard for inter-agency joint programming in humanitarian emergency situations.

Underlying principles:

Protection. Protection of human rights and of people affected and at risk should inform the HPC and all operational activities. In practical terms, this means that agencies should identify who is at risk at the outset of a crisis, and determine how they are at risk and why, taking underlying vulnerabilities into account. The model requires agencies to analyse and prioritize protection needs; adopt a rights-based and participatory approach to collective action; and respond promptly to human rights violations (‘rights up front'). See the IASC Statement on Centrality of Protection in Humanitarian Action (2013) and the IASC Policy on Protection in Humanitarian Action (2016).

Accountability to affected people (AAP). The HPC requires humanitarian actors to listen to, communicate with, and involve affected people throughout an emergency. They are expected to establish a direct, responsible and respectful relationship with affected communities and ensure that, during planning, implementation and monitoring, affected communities participate in and provide feedback on decisions and activities that affect them. Feedback and two-way communication mechanisms should be established. Where their needs cannot be met or planned for, affected communities should be informed; and they should regularly receive programme updates. Good communication between humanitarian workers and affected communities improves trust and dialogue and strengthens agencies' understanding of needs and concerns, thereby improving the quality of the response. See the revised IASC Commitments on Accountability to Affected Populations and Protection from Sexual Exploitation and Abuse (2017).

The IASC Preliminary Guidance Note on Protection and Accountability to Affected Populations in the Humanitarian Programme Cycle sets out actions to be undertaken throughout the HPC to fulfil AAP commitments and ensure that protection is central to humanitarian response. The guidance note accompanies the IASC's HPC reference module (and the tools and guidance on protection mainstreaming developed by the Global Protection Cluster (GPC).

          Protection mainstreaming is the process of incorporating protection principles and promoting meaningful access, safety and dignity in humanitarian aid. Accountability is one of the four key elements of protection mainstreaming, alongside participation and empowerment, meaningful access and providing safety and dignity and avoiding causing harm. Priorities and desired protection outcomes should be identified, pursued and achieved collectively across sectors/clusters and with communities through meaningful participation. Meaningful participation reinforces a rights-based approach, empowers communities, recognizes differences in age, gender and diversity, guarantees transparent responses to community feedback, and leverages the complementary roles, expertise and mandates of humanitarian actors.

Cross-cutting issues, such as gender, age, disability, and HIV/AIDS should be recognized and mainstreamed. Gender equality is of particular importance; data disaggregated by sex and age should be collected in support of gender analysis, and the design, implementation, monitoring and evaluation of humanitarian programmes must take into account the implications for women and men (IASC Reference Group on Gender and Humanitarian Action, Gender Handbook on Humanitarian Action, 2018), persons with disabilities (see IASC, Guidelines on Inclusion of Persons with Disabilities in Humanitarian Action, 2019), as well as other dimensions of diversity that can result in exclusion where not taken into consideration.

Environment. Humanitarian action must take into account that environmental issues underlie and contribute to humanitarian crises, and humanitarian action can harm the environment, affected people and host communities. Reducing the environmental footprint of humanitarian interventions can ease the transition into sustainable recovery and help to strengthen the resilience of affected communities.

Transition and early recovery. Plans for recovery and transition out of the humanitarian phase of a response should start when a crisis begins. A response should address recovery needs that arise during the humanitarian phase using humanitarian mechanisms that align with development principles. This approach enables affected populations to use the benefits of humanitarian action to create development opportunities, strengthens their resilience, and establishes a sustainable pathway to recovery. For humanitarian organizations, it provides a pathway to durable solutions and an exit strategy. On both grounds, programmes that promote sustainable long-term solutions, including greater system and community resilience, should be integrated in the HPC and explicitly identified in humanitarian strategies and planning. For more information, see the 2025 IASC Guidance on Cluster Transition and Deactivation.

Under the HPC, all partners:

          
            	Support the national authorities, who have the primary responsibility to assist and protect populations affected by disaster.

            	Promote the participation of affected populations.

            	Operate under the leadership of the Humanitarian Coordinator (HC) (or Resident Coordinator, if the HC has not been appointed).

            	Accept the direction of the Humanitarian Country Team (HCT) (or UN Country Team if the HCT has not been created).

            	Support inter-cluster or sector coordination and cooperate with clusters or sectors (when they are activated).

            	Welcome and include a broad range of actors, including at sub-national level.

          

           

          
            Underlying process – how does this work?
          

          Pre-emergency
The HPC recommends that agencies should take a broad range of actions to promote emergency response preparedness (ERP). These make it possible to respond more quickly, more appropriately and more efficiently when a disaster strikes; and to take decisions on the basis of more reliable information. The HC is responsible for leading the ERP process, for creating an effective and coherent HCT (or similar in-country mechanism), and for coordinating with national structures and plans. The HC is expected to work closely with the HCT, clusters/sectors, national authorities, and NGOs.

Scale-up 
In November 2018, IASC introduced protocols for a humanitarian system-wide scale-up. These strengthened the coordination of emergency responses and replaced arrangements for 'humanitarian system-wide emergency activation' (L3) which had been in place since 2012.

When major sudden-onset crises occur or a humanitarian situation deteriorates significantly as a result of natural or human-induced hazards or conflict, justifying system-wide mobilization, IASC will declare a humanitarian system-wide scale-up activation (henceforth referred to as ‘scale-up activation'). This exceptional measure will last for a time-bound period of up to six months in circumstances where the gravity of the humanitarian situation justifies the mobilization of system-wide capacities and resources, beyond standard levels, to respond to critical humanitarian needs on the ground. A single three-month extension may be considered in exceptional situations.

Specifically, the declaration of an IASC scale-up activation is justified in a given country, including at sub-national level, when the national or local capacity to lead, coordinate and deliver humanitarian assistance does not match the scale, complexity and urgency of the crisis.

The procedure activates a range of mechanisms and tools to ensure that (a) the humanitarian system delivers effective support to national authorities that complements existing capacities, and monitors its own performance; (b) the humanitarian system puts in place adequate capacities and tools for empowered leadership and coordination; and (c) IASC member organizations and global cluster lead agencies install systems and mobilize resources that are sufficient to enable them to comply with their mandates.

Within 48 hours: Activation of a humanitarian system-wide scale-up.

Within 72 hours: The HC is designated and relevant clusters are activated.

Within 5 days: A flash appeal is launched.

By day 30: A flash appeal is issued; a humanitarian response plan (HRP) is prepared.

5 months: Review period.

6 months: The system-wide scale-up ends (subject to a single extension of 3 months).

12 months: An inter-agency humanitarian evaluation is commissioned.

          
            
                
        

            

            
              
            

            
              Scale-up Activation Timeline

            

          

           

          Scale-up Activation Timeline

           

          
            UNHCR’s role and accountabilities
          

          UNHCR performs a number of roles during the HPC:

As an IASC Principal, the High Commissioner takes part in decisions to declare a system-wide scale-up emergency response and is consulted on the activation of clusters.

As a member of the national HCTs, the UNHCR Representative is closely involved in developing the overall strategic objectives of the emergency operation, and discussions on cluster activation and cluster structure.

At country level, UNHCR is frequently the cluster lead for protection, shelter and camp coordination and camp management (CCCM), and in that capacity shapes cluster-level strategies and preparation of the HRP.

As an agency, UNHCR plays a key role in delivering services (according to the level of its engagement) and supporting agreed cluster-level strategies.

When UNHCR leads a refugee operation in a country with an HNRP, it prepares the refugee chapter in the HNRP, based on active and inclusive consultation with partners involved in the refugee response.

          
            Considerations for UNHCR’s engagement at country level
          

          When and how to engage in the HPC. UNHCR will fulfil its obligations with regard to clusters that it leads globally. When clusters are activated at national level, UNHCR will involve itself in all aspects of the HPC. In refugee emergencies, UNHCR will apply the Refugee Coordination Model (RCM) for coordination and planning. In mixed situations including IDPs and refugees, UNHCR will apply the RCM and the arrangements in the UNHCR-OCHA Joint Note on Mixed Situations: Coordination in Practice.

          Applying the HPC in non-refugee situations

          • Preparedness. Actively participate in shaping emergency response planning and related activities, for example by preparing risk profiles, establishing early warning procedures, completing minimum preparedness actions, and drafting standard operating procedures. Keep the Regional Bureau and the Division of Emergency, Security and Supply (DESS) informed of all initiatives and progress.

          • Assessment. Ensure that key staff members, especially cluster-related staff, are aware of inter-agency processes such as the multi-sector/cluster initial rapid assessment (MIRA). Provide personnel for inter-agency assessments.

          • Flash appeals (FA) and the HNRP. Actively contribute to developing the HNRPs and FAs. Participate in the inter-agency assessment and planning processes. Ensure that protection underpins every cluster plan and the HNRP. Provide necessary support to coordinator(s) of clusters relevant to UNHCR and help develop cluster specific response planning.

          • Resource mobilization. Individual cluster plans determine the allocations of pooled funds, such as the Central Emergency Response Fund (CERF) and Country-based pooled funds (CBPF). Ensure that the actions prioritized by clusters that UNHCR leads are included in all available pooled funds.

          • Information management. Ensure that UNHCR cluster coordinators are supported by one or more information management officers, and that these feed information into OCHA's information management system (the humanitarian dashboard).

        

      

      
        Applying the HPC in non-refugee situations

        
          
            Preparedness. Actively participate in shaping emergency response planning and related activities, for example by preparing risk profiles, establishing early warning procedures, completing minimum preparedness actions, and drafting standard operating procedures. Keep the Regional Bureau and the Division of Emergency, Security and Supply (DESS) informed of all initiatives and progress.

          

          
            Assessment. Ensure that key staff members, especially cluster-related staff, are aware of inter-agency processes such as the multi-sector/cluster initial rapid assessment (MIRA). Provide personnel for inter-agency assessments.

          

          
            Flash appeals (FA) and the HRP. Actively contribute to developing the HRPs and FAs. Participate in the inter-agency assessment and planning processes. Ensure that protection underpins every cluster plan and the HRP. Provide necessary support to coordinator(s) of clusters relevant to UNHCR and help develop cluster specific response planning.

          

          
            Resource mobilization. Individual cluster plans determine the allocations of pooled funds, such as the Central Emergency Response Fund (CERF) and Country-based pooled funds (CBPF). Ensure that the actions prioritized by clusters that UNHCR leads are included in all available pooled funds.

          

          
            Information management. Ensure that UNHCR cluster coordinators are supported by one or more information management officers, and that these feed information into OCHA's information management system (the humanitarian dashboard).

          

        

      

      
        Links

        
          IASC, Reference Module for the Implementation of The Humanitarian Programme Cyc…
          IASC, Protocol 1. Humanitarian System-Wide Scale-Up Activation: Definition and …
          IASC, Protocol 2. ‘Empowered Leadership’ in a Humanitarian System-Wide Scale-Up…
        

      

      
        Main contacts

        
          
            	UNHCR Partnership and Coordination Service: hqng00@unhcr.org

            	The Global Protection Cluster: gpc@unhcr.org

            	The Camp Coordination and Camp Management Cluster: globalsupport@cccmcluster.org

            	The Shelter Cluster: HQShelter@unhcr.org

            	UNHCR Division for Emergency Security and Supply (DESS): hqemhand@unhcr.org

          

        

      

    

  
    International Coordination Architecture

    
      12 January 2024

      
        Key points

        
          	
      Coordination is a means to maximize the positive effects of action by UNHCR and partners on protection, the delivery of humanitarian responses, and solutions to displacement

          	
      This entry describes, as relevant to UNHCR, the Chief Executive Board, the UN Reform, the UN Sustainable Development coordination components, the main IASC humanitarian coordination features and a summary of the RCM

        

      

      
        Overview

        
          This Entry summarizes the current international humanitarian coordination structures. In addition, it also touches on areas where humanitarian and development coordination intersect. The Entry should be read in conjunction with the entries on the Cluster Approach, and the Refugee Coordination Model.

        

      

      
        Relevance for emergency operations

        
          For UNHCR, the pursuit of effective coordination is not an end in itself, but a means to maximize the positive effects that UNHCR and its partners have on protection, the delivery of humanitarian responses, and solutions to displacement. UNCHR and other agencies have been promoting the connection between humanitarian action and development for many years. By recognizing and promoting such ways of working that increase complementarity, the Global Compact on Refugees has underscored the need to involve development actors. Connections with development should be made from the preparedness phase onwards, and the link is especially crucial when countries emerge from the emergency phase and transition into a phase during which development issues, such as livelihoods and employment, predominate.

        

      

      
        Main guidance

        
          Chief Executive Board


The UN System Chief Executives Board for Coordination (CEB) is the longest-standing and highest-level coordination forum of the United Nations system. It meets biannually and is chaired by the UN Secretary-General. It provides broad guidance, coordination and strategic direction for the UN system as a whole in areas under the responsibility of executive heads. While ensuring respect for organizations' independent mandates, it focuses on inter-agency priorities and initiatives. The CEB is composed of 31 United Nations entities, including Funds and Programmes, Specialized Agencies such as the Bretton Woods institutions (the World Bank and International Monetary Fund), as well as related organizations (the WTO, IAEA and IOM).



The CEB works through two high-level committees: the High-Level Committee on Programmes (HLCP), and the High-Level Committee on Management (HLCM). UNHCR is a member of the CEB and is represented by the High Commissioner; the DHC represents UNHCR in the HLCM and the AHC-O in HLCP.



UN Reform



The Secretary-General (SG) has initiated an ambitious reform agenda to enhance UN performance across the three pillars of UN work: peace and security, human rights, and development, at headquarters and in the field by adopting integrated, decentralized, and impact-oriented approaches wherever approaches have been fragmented, centralized or process-heavy. The SG is also reviewing UN gender policies to enhance gender parity; UN efforts to prevent sexual exploitation and abuse; various components of the counter-terrorism architecture; and the UN's whistle-blower policy. It is important to note that UNHCR strongly supports efforts to revitalize the UN development system because doing so is key to bridging the humanitarian/development divide and delivering responses that are sustainable.



The SG has put ‘prevention' at the centre of the reform effort. His vision of prevention requires the UN system to do everything possible to help countries avert the outbreak of crises that take a high toll on human life, undermine their institutions, and weaken their capacity to achieve peace and development. Elements of preventive action include: early identification of risks; intensified diplomacy; acceleration of UN development work; and strengthened member state engagement. To achieve these goals, it is necessary to prioritize efforts to raise prevention concerns with relevant intergovernmental bodies and mechanisms, such as the Security Council, the General Assembly, ECOSOC and the Peacebuilding Commission. The SG has formed a High-Level Advisory Board on Mediation to provide him with advice on mediation initiatives and to support specific mediation efforts around the world. The Board is composed of 18 current and former global leaders, senior officials, and experts. He also relies on the SG's Executive Committee, composed of the Principals of all Secretariat agencies, which raises and discusses issues of critical risk and pursues an overall risk mitigation and prevention strategy.



With regard to peace and security, a broad set of measures seeks to ensure that: risk analysis and responses to risk are shared; women and youth are meaningfully engaged in peace efforts; peace funding increases (including a ‘quantum leap' in support to the Peacebuilding Fund); and partnerships for peace multiply, including partnerships with regional and sub-regional organizations and with the World Bank.



Management reforms mainly focus on the UN Secretariat. They seek to improve the efficiency, transparency and accountability of a system that, according to some, is often slow, unresponsive and ineffective. Ongoing UN change processes are taking steps to: review and simplify human resources procedures to raise the quality and speed of staff recruitment, deployment and development; achieve gender parity; improve workforce planning, training and development, paying special attention to the profile of leaders and managers; refocus the UN's strategy on information and communications technology; and improve global supply chain management.

          Of the three areas of reform, reform of the UNDS currently has the most direct impact on UNHCR operations at country level. After the 2016 Quadrennial Comprehensive Programme Review initiated the UNDS reform process, the Secretary-General issued a report containing proposals for action, most of which Member States approved in the GA Resolution on UNDS reform of May 2019.



UN Sustainable Development Group (UNSDG)



At global level, the UNSDG provides a forum for joint policy formation and decision-making. It guides, supports, tracks and oversees coordination of development operations in 165 countries and territories. It brings together 36 UN funds, programmes, specialized agencies, departments and offices that play a role in development.



The UNSDG's current strategic priorities are to: assist countries to achieve the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) more swiftly and implement the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development; assist national partners to implement their human rights obligations and integrate human rights principles and international standards into the work of the UN; and deliver effective support that will help crisis and post-crisis countries to build resilient societies and achieve sustainable recovery.



The UNSDG's current strategic approaches are to: promote coherent development results across the entire UN development system in order to improve transparency and accountability; ensure that Resident Coordinator systems are participatory, collegial and mutually accountable; simplify and harmonize business practices more swiftly; develop effective partnerships and wider multi-stakeholder engagement; strengthen capacity development as a core function of the UN development system; and integrate planning, programming and policy more completely.



Implementation of UNSDG strategic priorities and work plans is driven by working mechanisms – working groups and task teams – that focus on fostering system-wide norms, standards, and policies, as well as operational effectiveness.



The UNSDG meets twice a year under the chairmanship of its Chair, Ms. Amina J. Mohammed, Deputy Secretary-General, who chairs the UNSDG on behalf of the SG. The UNDP Administrator, Mr Achim Steiner, serves as Vice-Chair.



The UNSDG is composed of the executive heads of UNSDG member entities. The UNSDG Vice-chair convenes the UNSDG Core Group, whose members include DESA, FAO, ILO, UNDP, UNFPA, UNHCR, UNICEF, UN Women, WFP, WHO, the rotating chair of the Regional Economic Commissions, and chairs of the UNSDG Strategic Results Groups.



Resident Coordinator  (and Humanitarian Coordinator) 



The Resident Coordinator system (RC) remains focused on sustainable development; its overarching objective is ‘the eradication of poverty in all its forms and dimensions'. RCs report to the SG through the UN Deputy Secretary-General. The UN Development Coordination Office (DCO) in the UN Secretariat will manage and oversee the system, reporting to the Deputy Secretary-General. RCs have authority to lead UN Country Teams (UNCTs) when they implement the UN Sustainable Development Cooperation Framework (UNSDCF) and assist countries to implement the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development.

          Where international humanitarian assistance is required, and a separate Humanitarian Coordinator (HC) or lead agency is not designated, the RC leads and coordinates the response efforts of UN and other relevant humanitarian actors. In refugee crises, UNHCR is the designated lead agency and leads the response. To enable the RC to deploy and coordinate the UN development response coherently and effectively, UNHCR should brief the RC on all aspects of this work.

Where the scope and scale of a crisis requires it, following consultation with the IASC, the ERC may designate an HC. In most cases, the RC will take on the role, but in some circumstances a stand-alone HC will coordinate the humanitarian response. In instances where one operational UN agency or NGO is providing most of the humanitarian assistance, the ERC may consider designating that agency or NGO representative as HC; the ERC may also consider designating a Regional HC working with RCs and HCs in several countries.

          The primary responsibility for coordinating humanitarian assistance rests with national authorities, but when international assistance is required, the HC or the UN RC is responsible for leading and coordinating the efforts of humanitarian organizations (both UN and non-UN). They also have a role to ensure that humanitarian action is principled, timely, effective, efficient and contributes to longer-term recovery. They are ultimately accountable to all people in need. Effective inter-agency mechanisms for accountability to affected people (AAP) should be established to ensure this is duly recognized and remains central to their humanitarian leadership. More information in the RC/HC Handbook.

          
The accountabilities of UNCT agencies


Members of a UNCT are accountable and report to their respective agencies on matters relevant to their mandates. They are also expected to report periodically to the RC, on the activities of their individual agencies and on their agencies' contributions to the collective results of the UNSDCF. UNCT heads also report to the RC.

          
UN Country Teams


UNCTs organize UN inter-agency cooperation and decision-making at country level. The UNCT includes every entity of the UN system that delivers operational activities for development, emergency, recovery and transition in a country. Its main purposes are to ensure that UNCT members plan and work co-operatively, within the Resident Coordinator system, to deliver tangible results in support of the Government's development agenda.



The UN Resident Coordinator (RC) is the designated representative of the UN Secretary-General for development issues. The RC leads the UNCT. The UNCT meets at least once a month to make decisions through a consultative process. All UNCT members are collegially accountable to the RC and the UNCT, as well as directly accountable to their own organizations, for producing results under the UNSDCF and the joint UNCT workplan.



UNHCR can use the UNCT mechanism to exercise its protection leadership role and advocate for the inclusion of refugees in the UNSDCF. Advocacy is recommended both to engage UNCT members in support of UNHCR's advocacy objectives, and ensure that people of concern to UNHCR (PoC) are included in the UNSDCF and other national planning mechanisms.



The UN Sustainable Development Cooperation Framework



The UNSDCF is a multi-year strategic programme framework for UNCTs. Each national UNSDCF is designed to streamline UN development programmes at country level by introducing shared objectives, strategies and timeframes; it is prepared in close cooperation with the national Government. The World Bank may also participate in a UNSDCF when it contributes to development programmes.



The UNSDCF process starts with a Common Country Analysis (CCA). The CCA identifies needs and achievable changes. It provides the essential evidence base from which the UNSDCF's theory of change is derived and sets the direction and content for a strategic UN development assistance framework (UNDAF). CCAs are forward looking. In developing them, the UN system uses its convening power to consult and engage with the Government and other stakeholders. The analysis itself is the UN's, and does not require formal endorsement by Government. At the same time, preparing a CCA creates opportunities to build partnerships with key actors in a country, including international financial institutions, civil society organizations, and the private sector.



Unlike humanitarian and refugee planning exercises, the UNSDCF does not include NGO or civil society programmes, although these organizations may be consulted and may be implementing partners. Inter-agency humanitarian plans, IASC-led humanitarian response plans (HRPs), and UNHCR-led refugee response plans (RRPs) will continue to be independent but as far as possible should complement the UNSDCF.



Inter-Agency Standing Committee (IASC)



The IASC is a global humanitarian forum established in 1992 under UN General Assembly Resolution 46/182. Led by the Under-Secretary-General for Humanitarian Affairs and the Emergency Relief Coordinator (ERC), who is also head of OCHA, its members are operational organizations that have links to the UN system. Standing invitees include the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC), the International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies (IFRC), the International Council of Voluntary Agencies (ICVA), InterAction, OHCHR, the World Bank Group, and the UN Special Rapporteur on the human rights of internally displaced persons. In practice, no distinction is made between ‘members' and ‘standing invitees', and the number of participating agencies has expanded significantly since 1992.

          The IASC's main purpose is to improve the effectiveness of humanitarian action by coordinating the activities of IASC members and other humanitarian actors, assigning responsibilities, and sharing resources and knowledge. The IASC develops and agrees system-wide humanitarian policies and resolves disputes or disagreements between humanitarian agencies or over system-wide humanitarian issues.

          A central role of IASC is to activate system-wide Scale-Up in response to emergencies when conditions apply. An IASC Scale-Up is a humanitarian system mobilisation in response to a sudden-onset and/or rapidly deteriorating situation in a given country or region where the capacity to lead, coordinate and deliver humanitarian assistance does not match the scale, complexity, and urgency of the crisis, and where there is a risk of failure to deliver without a scale-up.

          The IASC may empower a Humanitarian Coordinator (HC) to lead the Humanitarian Country Team (HCT); in many situations, the Humanitarian Coordinator also acts as a Resident Coordinator, referred to as an HC / RC.

          
            Overview of UNHCR's role in the IASC
          

          
            	The IASC system deals with humanitarian issues that do not involve refugees. General Assembly Resolution 48/116 (December 1993) provides the legal foundation for UNHCR's engagement with internally displaced persons (IDPs). It is supported by the 2005 Humanitarian Reform that in turn led to the cluster approach.

            	UNHCR is actively involved in the IASC. It leads the protection cluster, and co-leads the camp coordination/camp management cluster (CCCM) and the shelter cluster. (On shelter, UNHCR leads in situations of conflict and IFRC leads in natural disasters.)

            	The High Commissioner is a ‘Principal' (head of agency) in the IASC.

            	The Deputy High Commissioner represents UNHCR in the Deputies Group

            	The Partnership and Coordination Service of the Division of External Relations represents UNHCR in  the OPAG ( Operational policy and Advisory Group)  and ensure UNHCR  coherent engagement in IASC Task forces and Working Group.

            	The Division of Emergency, Security, and Supply represents UNHCR in the Emergency Directors' group.

            	UNHCR has made firm commitments to fulfil its global and national cluster roles and obligations, and to report to the ERC on these.

          

          It should be borne in mind that, in line with the IDP policy:

          
            	UNHCR will always strive to lead the protection cluster. Because UNHCR is not operational in all countries, however, in natural disaster settings leadership may be allocated to other agencies that have strong in-country capacity (such as UNICEF, OHCHR or UNFPA), subject to the agreement of peers.

            	UNHCR will strive to lead the shelter and CCCM clusters in forced displacement settings. In general, UNHCR is not in favour of merging these clusters because each requires distinct technical expertise.

            	The IASC/ERC does not lead on refugee matters, which are exclusively the domain of the High Commissioner, who reports directly to the UN General Assembly. (The ERC reports to the Secretary-General on matters that concern the IASC.)

            	The ERC activates cluster-based responses to IDP and natural disasters via the IASC. The ERC does not have authority to declare a refugee emergency. Equally, UNHCR may not issue a system-wide emergency declaration or initiate cluster coordination at its own initiative.

          

          One of the central roles of the IASC is to declare that an emergency has been scaled up. In November 2018, protocols for ‘system-wide scale-up' replaced the previous arrangements for activating ‘Level 3 emergencies'. An IASC system-wide scale-up mobilizes the entire IASC humanitarian system in response to a sudden onset crisis, or a rapidly deteriorating situation, in a country or region. System-wide scale-ups are called when the local or regional capacity to lead, coordinate and deliver humanitarian assistance does not match the scale, complexity, and urgency of a crisis. The five criteria for determining a system-wide scale-up emergency are: scale, urgency, complexity, capacity, and risk of failure to effectively deliver to affected populations. Please read the Entry on the Cluster Approach for more information.



Refugee coordination

          Under its Statute, UNHCR provides international protection to refugees and seeks permanent solutions for them, acting on the authority of the General Assembly (GA). In that capacity, it is the lead agency with respect to refugee protection, responsible for seeking solutions in the UN system in association with a wider array of stakeholders. As set out in subsequent GA resolutions, its responsibilities include coordination, provision of protection and assistance, obtaining solutions, and advocacy. Importantly, UNHCR also has a supervisory role: it is the UN entity most immediately responsible for ensuring that States adhere to internationally accepted standards with respect to refugees and stateless persons and for strengthening States' capacity to protect both groups.



UNHCR has led and managed refugee operations effectively for decades. For many years, however, it did not articulate a model of refugee coordination that took account of changes in the humanitarian landscape. The Refugee Coordination Model (RCM), formalised in 2013 and further updated in 2019, makes UNHCR's approach to coordination more predictable by clarifying roles and responsibilities. Recent UN General Assembly Resolutions have confirmed the RCM and UNHCR's mandate to lead and coordinate the refugee response (A/RES/69/152, A/RES/70/135).



States are primarily responsible for protecting refugees. However, several factors can inhibit their capacity to fully discharge this responsibility. The arrival of large numbers of refugees may strain infrastructures and service delivery, that may be already stretched to begin with. In addition, States may not be equipped to appropriately receive, protect or otherwise respond to the challenges of receiving large numbers of refugees. For these reasons, international cooperation is required to support States that receive refugees. This understanding lay at the heart of UNHCR's creation and the 1951 Convention on the Status of Refugees. The importance of cooperation was subsequently confirmed in a range of regional instruments and was underscored by the Global Compact on Refugees (GCR) which stated that "there is an urgent need for more equitable sharing of the burden and responsibility for hosting and supporting the world's refugees, while taking account of existing contributions and the differing capacities and resources among States. Refugees and host communities should not be left behind." The GCR calls for a multi-stakeholder and partnership approach to reach this objective, to achieve which UNHCR plays both a support and catalytic role.



UNHCR is mandated to affirm and support the right of every refugee to a safe and dignified voluntary return to his or her own country. UNHCR provides advice and guides UN action to facilitate voluntary return to countries of origin where conditions are such that return is safe, dignified and sustainable.



The UN system expects UNHCR to advise it on refugee returns, based on its assessment of the country's readiness to receive returnees, guarantee their security, provide essential services, and do so sustainably over time.



For more information on the interface of refugee coordination with the development and cluster systems, see the Entry on the Refugee Coordination Model. 
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        Post emergency phase

        
          
            Nexus
          

          The humanitarian-development-peace (HDP) nexus approach encourages joined-up complementary efforts across stakeholders to reduce people’s humanitarian needs, risks and vulnerabilities. It does not imply that humanitarian, development, peace and other actors should merge their activities or integrate roles, but it calls for programmes or activities to be layered in all contexts, in line with the respective mandates of each actor.

          Responses to both IDP and refugee situations should contribute to operationalizing the HDP nexus by coordinating and combining mutually reinforcing humanitarian, development and peace efforts that work towards solutions for people in need and host communities, in line with the OECD’s DAC recommendation on the HDP nexus. This means that after the live-saving emergency phase, response partners need to embed longer-term objectives in national or local development plans, UNSDCF or other frameworks of relevance, as part of the Agenda 2030 commitment of leaving no one behind.

        

      

      
        Main contacts

        
          UNHCR Partnership and Coordination Service: hqng00@unhcr.org﻿

        

      

    

  
    Coordination on Protection from Sexual Exploitation and Abuse (PSEA)

    
      14 January 2025

      
        Key points

        
          	
      Ensure that structures for inter-agency coordination on PSEA are established from the outset of the emergency

          	
      Take lead in establishing and coordinating in-country PSEA Networks in refugee emergencies

          	
      Actively engage in in-country PSEA Networks in non-refugee emergencies in collaboration with other actors

          	
      Ensure close coordination with all concerned sectors / clusters for PSEA to be effectively mainstreamed across the emergency response

        

      

      
        Overview

        
          Sexual exploitation and abuse (SEA) of forcibly displaced and stateless persons and other affected communities by aid workers causes irrevocable harm to victims and their communities. Even one incident of SEA breaks community trust and undermines the work of the entire humanitarian response. UNHCR works in close collaboration with sister UN agencies, non-governmental and civil society organisations, government and other partners to coordinate engagement, strengthen prevention and promote a victim-centred approach in response to SEA within the humanitarian and development systems. In emergency situations which continue to rapidly evolve, inter-agency and multi-sectoral coordination is of critical importance to ensure that protection from sexual exploitation and abuse (PSEA) is effectively integrated into the emergency response from the outset, including prevention, risk mitigation, community engagement, safe and accessible reporting, and a victim/survivor-centred response.

          While PSEA is the responsibility of all UNHCR personnel, at UNHCR, PSEA Focal Points (FPs) are formally appointed by the Representative. Usually, the PSEA FP represents UNHCR in the inter-agency PSEA Network at the technical level, while the Representative ensures UNHCR representation and engagement in collective PSEA efforts at the strategic level, for example through the UN Country Team /Humanitarian Country Team (UNCT/HCT).

          In-country inter-agency PSEA networks serve as the primary body for technical level coordination and oversight of PSEA activities to prevent and respond to SEA and mitigate risks thereof. The network is responsible for implementing coordinated activities between members to prevent and minimize the risk of SEA by aid workers and associated personnel delivering humanitarian assistance, and ensure effective response when incidents do arise. The network should also ensure collaboration and coordination with other sectoral working groups or clusters in relevant thematic areas to ensure that PSEA is mainstreamed across the response.

        

      

      
        Relevance for emergency operations

        
          Close coordination amongst all actors is essential for PSEA efforts to be coherent and effective in an emergency response. During emergencies, displacement to an unfamiliar environment, the breakdown of usual protective structures, lack of security and access to basic services, and disruption of means of livelihood, among other factors, expose forcibly displaced persons to heightened risks of SEA. Emergencies also bring a rapid increase in the number of partners and actors for the humanitarian response, rapid recruitments and high staff turnover, and higher-risk delivery models, thereby exacerbating risks.

          Inter-agency and multi-sectoral coordination are therefore of critical importance to ensure that all actors in the emergency response take robust measures to ensure that PSEA is effectively integrated across the response from the outset through a coordinated approach. 

        

      

      
        Main guidance

        
          Close coordination amongst agencies is essential for PSEA efforts to be coherent and effective in an emergency response. Inter-agency coordination brings organizations together under a common situation analysis, strategy and approach, to ensure consistent messaging on PSEA to communities and stakeholders, build on good practices and expertise of partners, streamline procedures and mechanisms for reporting and referral, utilize shared tools and resources, ensure complementarity of interventions and avoid duplication, and increase overall efficacy of interventions.

          In addition, coordination with various sectors / clusters is essential in order to mainstream PSEA prevention, risk mitigation and response across sectors, including mapping potential SEA risk areas by sector and taking actions to mitigate those risks, integrating PSEA messages into community outreach and capacity-building sessions, and ensuring multi-sectoral services and referral pathways are in place for survivors to access the support that they may require including safety and security measures, basic material assistance, medical care, psychosocial support or legal services as part of GBV and child protection response.

          PSEA is a cross-cutting issue requiring a range of technical expertise. Working to prevent and respond to SEA is a collective responsibility for all actors in all sectors. For this reason, the PSEA Network is an independent, standalone structure and not a sub-group of Protection, GBV, Gender, or AAP.

          
            PSEA inter-agency coordination in refugee, IDP, development and mixed contexts
          

          Under the auspices of the Refugee Coordinator (UNHCR Representative) in a refugee situation and the Resident Coordinator / Humanitarian Coordinator (RC/HC) in a development or an internal displacement situation, an in-country PSEA Network should be established (if one does not exist already) as the primary body for technical-level coordination and oversight of PSEA activities. It is recommended that the PSEA Network is situated as a cross-sectoral group, rather than under a specific sectoral / cluster working group, given the cross-cutting nature of PSEA which requires mainstreaming across sectors and clusters. The PSEA Network should liaise regularly and closely with the broader inter/multi-sector coordination group.  

          For refugee emergencies, ensuring integration of PSEA in the refugee response is one of the responsibilities of the Refugee Coordinator (UNHCR Representative), as per the Refugee Coordination Model: Updated Guidance (October 2024), p.11. Accordingly, UNHCR has the role to take the lead to establish (if one does not exist already) and coordinate / co-lead the PSEA Network, as one of the cross-cutting response priorities, in accordance with the Refugee Coordination Model (RCM). For related guidance and tools, please refer to the RCM sample coordination structure and the section on the PSEA Network in the  Updated RCM Guidance (pages 17 and 21).  For non-refugee emergencies, UNHCR should actively engage in the PSEA Network, which may include co-chairing if appropriate or required depending on the operational context. (See also UNHCR’s Policy on Emergency Preparedness and Response, paragraphs 7.1 and 7.2)

          
            
                
        

            

            
              
            

          

          
            	
              The above structure is an example, to be adapted depending on the local context of the operation.
            

            	
              UNHCR Representative / Refugee Coordinator is accountable for coordination of the refugee response.
            

            	
              UNHCR establishes sectoral coordination mechanisms, with government counterparts wherever possible. PSEA Network is part of the RCM coordination structure.
            

            	
              The PSEA Coordinator reports to the UNHCR Representative / Refugee Coordinator.
            

          

          In mixed situations, where a Humanitarian Coordinator (HC) has been appointed and the populations of humanitarian concern include refugees, IDPs and other affected groups, the UNHCR/OCHA Joint Note on Mixed Situations Coordination (2014) applies and the PSEA Coordinator has a shared reporting line to the HC and the Refugee Coordinator / UNHCR Representative. On PSEA, UNHCR maintains overall coordination and leadership responsibilities for PSEA in the refugee response, while the configuration of PSEA coordination structure will need to be guided by the operational context, what structures already exist, and what would be fit for purpose and optimize results (e.g. separate PSEA Network for refugee response or merged PSEA Network covering both refugee and IDP operations), as outlined in the Updated RCM Guidance (p.29). Moreover, the UNHCR Representative, as Refugee Coordinator, actively engages in coordinating PSEA efforts with the HC, shares updates on developments on PSEA in the refugee response with the HC and UN Country Team (UNCT)/ Humanitarian Country Team (HCT) and actively contributes to system-wide efforts maximizing resources, efficiency, and impact in addressing PSEA. In accordance with the IASC Vision and Strategy : Protection from sexual exploitation and abuse and sexual harassment (PSEAH) 2022-2026 and the IASC’s Generic Terms of Reference for In-Country PSEA Coordinator, in country contexts where refugee situations are the predominant humanitarian concern, the PSEA Coordinator should be situated within the UNHCR office with a shared reporting line to the UNHCR Representative and the (D)SRSG/RC/HC as appropriate.

          These considerations, as outlined in the Updated RCM Guidance (p.29), also apply in countries where there is a refugee response as well as a UN development coordination system under the auspices of the UN Resident Coordinator (RC). UNHCR maintains overall coordination and leadership responsibilities for PSEA in the refugee response and the configuration of PSEA coordination structures will need to be guided by the operational context, what structures already exist, and what would be fit for purpose and optimize results (e.g. sub-national PSEA Network for refugee response or integration into the national PSEA Network if one exists, etc). The UNHCR Representative, as Refugee Coordinator, actively engages in coordinating PSEA efforts with the RC, shares updates on developments on PSEA in the refugee response with the RC and UNCT and contributes to system-wide efforts maximizing efficiency and impact in addressing SEA.

          In situations of mixed movements of refugees and migrants, UNHCR and IOM seek to achieve co-leadership of the response and establish adequate coordination mechanisms in accordance with the UNHCR-IOM Framework of Engagement. While guidance and models of coordination arrangements in mixed refugee / migrant movement situations is evolving, building on experience in the Coordination Platform for refugees and Migrants from Venezuela (R4V model) and other existing models, it is considered good practice to establish a cross-cutting PSEA Network as part of the inter-agency coordination structure for coordination of response to the mixed movements, in a similar way to refugee and mixed refugee / IDP situations.

          
            The role of the Inter-Agency PSEA Network
          

          The PSEA Network is responsible for implementing coordinated activities between member organizations to prevent and minimize the risk of SEA, ensure that systems are in place for effective response when incidents do arise, and raise awareness of PSEA in the operation. It provides technical level coordination and oversight on PSEA, including: developing and/or adapting country level strategies for endorsement by country-level leadership (e.g. UNCT / HCT, Refugee Coordination Forum, depending on the operational context), workplan, guidelines, procedures and mechanisms contextualizing global and/or regional guidelines and tools where applicable; carrying out joint SEA risk assessments; and organizing activities and advocacy for prevention, response and risk mitigation for PSEA.  The PSEA Network activities should follow a victim-centered approach in accordance with the IASC Definition and Principles of a Victim / Survivor Centred Approach and respect the principles of safety, confidentiality, respect, and non-discrimination. For further information on the role of the Network, please refer to the Generic ToRs of an in-country PSEA Network available at the links below.

          The Network should be open to all UN agencies, international and national NGOs, and local / community-based organizations operating in the response and engage in outreach with relevant non-member organizations as part of ongoing activities. The presence of the PSEA Network does not lessen the responsibility of individual network members to develop, implement, and strengthen measures, activities and programmes internally for PSEA at the country level. Senior management within each member organization is accountable for PSEA within their organizations. However, the Network ensures that initiatives by agencies are well coordinated and provides a forum through which joint inter-agency efforts for PSEA can be undertaken collectively.

          The PSEA Network is not responsible for investigating or adjudicating complaints. Within UNHCR these functions rest exclusively with the Inspector-General’s Office (IGO), or in case of allegations against individuals employed by other agencies the entity that employs the individual against whom a complaint has been alleged, in line with internal policy and procedures.

          To ensure adequate coordination capacity in a rapidly evolving environment, it is highly recommended that a dedicated PSEA Coordinator is appointed wherever possible to coordinate the PSEA Network, particularly in a refugee emergency where UNHCR is responsible to take lead. The PSEA Coordinator is responsible for reporting on Network activities, including progress made against key objectives and priorities. The PSEA Coordinator also represents the Network in relevant coordination bodies and advises actors in country on good practice to support effective PSEA implementation. PSEA Network Co-chairs take an active role at the Network level in convening and managing network meetings and events and help coordinate and oversee the PSEA Network Action Plan. In operations where there is no PSEA Coordinator position available in the country, the Coordinator role will usually be divided between the co-chair agencies as appropriate. In some countries the PSEA Coordinator may serve as the Network Chair or co-chair.

          
            Relationship between the PSEA Network and other inter-agency coordination groups
          

          It is important that the PSEA Network and PSEA Coordinator ensure close coordination with inter-agency coordination structures and focal points for GBV, child protection, accountability to affected people (AAP), community-based protection and other sectors / clusters, with a view to ensure effective inclusion of SEA victims in GBV and child protection referral pathways and services, inclusion of PSEA in community engagement and outreach and the development and running of feedback and response mechanisms, integration of PSEA in programmes for groups at heightened risk (including children, persons with disabilities, older persons, women at risk, and LGBTIQ+), and assessment and mitigation of SEA risks in programming by sectors / clusters / working groups such as shelter, WASH, health, food security, education, camp management and coordination, cash assistance, etc.

          Member organizations of the PSEA Network will be represented by their PSEA focal points, who actively participate in the meetings and activities of the Network on behalf of their organizations. Additionally, membership to the network is also open to sector / cluster coordinators, who are strongly encouraged to attend PSEA Network meetings in order to improve two-way coordination between sectors / clusters and the network and ensure that PSEA considerations are integrated in multi-sectoral programming.

          
            PSEA in the Inter-Agency Programme cycle
          

          In refugee contexts, in order to mainstream PSEA across the Refugee Response Plan (RRP) cycle, the active engagement of the PSEA Network in the RRP development process is critical. It is also important to look at the full programming cycle, i.e. collecting information on PSEA through multi-sector needs assessments (MSNAs); including PSEA indicators in monitoring frameworks (both regionally and nationally); and including PSEA activities in RRP budget and resource requirements; ensuring the active engagement of the PSEA Network in the RRP development process. Please also see the Guidance on Reflecting PSEA in RRPs  and some sample indicators in the RRP indicator repository.  

          In IDP contexts, integrating PSEA in the Humanitarian Needs and Response Plan (HNRP) is critical to embed PSEA within the cluster system as a standard and integrated part of the humanitarian response and to ensure that PSEA activities are properly resourced. SEA risks and PSEA indicators should be integrated into needs assessments and perception surveys, as its findings shape the country-level Humanitarian Needs Overview (HNO). The HNO is then used as a basis for the design of the HNRP. Sectoral response planning must articulate how PSEA will be operationalized considering the specificities of each sector as part of promoting accountable, inclusive and quality programming, and PSEA should also be integrated in the HRNP financial requirement and progress monitoring framework. Please refer to the OCHA Updated Guidance on Reflecting PSEA into the Humanitarian Programming Cycle.

          
            Role of partners involved
          

          
            	Host government authorities: The Government has the primary responsibility for the protection of forcibly displaced and stateless persons. Therefore, engagement of national and local governmental structures early on is essential for the success and sustainability of inter-agency coordination on PSEA. Without government support and buy-in, it will not be possible for the PSEA Network to undertake its roles and responsibilities. As SEA can also be perpetrated by government officials, it is important that the relevant authorities are included in initiatives for awareness-raising, capacity-building sessions, and risk assessment and mitigation as appropriate. In this respect, a model PSEA clause was adopted by the UN High Level Steering Group on SEA in May 2024 to be anchored in the UN Sustainable Development Cooperation Framework (UNSDCF), co-signed by the Government and UN Country Team. The clause is part of the Joint UN-Government Framework on PSEA which will be rolled out in countries designing new UNSDCF.

            	UN agencies, international and national NGOs: It is important that agencies designate PSEA focal points who coordinate PSEA activities within their organization and actively engage in the PSEA Network. Based on their area of expertise, experience and available resources, such agencies may take on the co-chair role of the PSEA Network, contribute to the work of the PSEA Network, take lead on specific activities in coordination with other Network members, and ensure linkages with sectors / clusters to promote mainstreaming of PSEA.

            	Community-based organizations (CBOs) and community-based structures: Community-based organizations and structures are often the bridge between affected communities and organizations. CBOs and community-based structures have a good understanding of the needs, views and situation of the community, and also often enjoy great trust within communities and can provide links between agencies and the communities that they serve. Therefore, they are ideally situated to help identify relevant entry points to feedback and response mechanisms, communication channels for effective community outreach and awareness-raising, identify protection risk areas including SEA risks, and social and cultural dynamics that must be taken into account in designing appropriate and relevant prevention and response mechanisms. They also have responsibility to ensure PSEA in their own activities and projects, with the support of UNHCR and other larger organizations and PSEA Network as appropriate.

            	Forcibly displaced and stateless persons: It is important that PSEA Networks closely engage with and work in partnership with affected communities. Consultations with girls, boys, women and men in affected communities, including those of diverse backgrounds and groups at heightened risk, to help to design and tailor PSEA messages, information campaigns, community outreach strategies, and feedback and response mechanisms to ensure that they are effective in reaching the community and are accessible. Furthermore, engaging the community in programme design, adjustment, implementation and monitoring of interventions and risk assessment and mitigation will also allow more ownership by the community and sustainability.

          

          Sector / cluster coordinators: Close engagement with sector / clusters is key to ensure that PSEA is mainstreamed across the emergency response, including integrating SEA prevention, risk mitigation and response assessment and mitigation of SEA risks in programming by sectors. To this end, sector / cluster coordinators are strongly encouraged to attend PSEA Network meetings, and the PSEA Network and PSEA Coordinator must maintain channels of communication with relevant sector working groups / clusters through the inter-sector / cluster coordination group and bilaterally where appropriate.

          
            UNHCR’s role and accountabilities
          

          As noted above, UNHCR has leadership and coordination responsibilities in refugee situations, in line with its mandated accountabilities and reflected in the Refugee Coordination Model (RCM). For refugee emergencies, UNHCR therefore has the role to take the lead to establish (if one does not exist already) and coordinate the PSEA Network in the refugee response in accordance with the Refugee Coordination Model. It must also ensure that referral pathways and services are in place for the provision of needed assistance to SEA survivors, in line with a victim centred approach, through inclusion of SEA victims in GBV and child protection referral pathways. For non-refugee emergencies, UNHCR should be actively engaged in the PSEA Network, which may include co-chairing if appropriate or the situation so requires, depending on the operational context.

          In accordance with the UN system-wide “Guidance Note: Requirements and procedures for all United Nations entities on information on allegations of sexual exploitation and/or abuse related to United Nations staff and related personnel and implementing partner personnel with the most senior United Nations official in country” dated 8 June 2023, as well as the “UNHCR Internal Guidance Note to UNHCR Representatives on Sharing Incident Information on Sexual Exploitation and Abuse with Resident and Humanitarian Coordinators” of June 2023 (link accessible to UNHCR staff only), UNHCR Representatives are also responsible to share information on SEA allegations related to its personnel and personnel of UNHCR funded partners with the Resident Coordinator (RC), Resident and Humanitarian Coordinators (RC/HC), Special Representatives of the Secretary General (SRSG) and Heads of Mission (HoM), depending on the country context.

          In addition to engagement in inter-agency PSEA efforts, UNHCR remains accountable to ensure that mechanisms and measures are in place to prevent and respond to SEA and to mitigate risks thereof throughout its programmes, while ensuring that a victim-centred approach is applied throughout all related processes and procedures. (Please refer to entry Protection from Sexual Exploitation and Abuse (PSEA)  for further details)  

          
            Senior level coordination responsibilities
          

          While everyone has a responsibility to prevent and respond to PSEA, Senior Management has a particular coordination role at the strategic and leadership level – to promote a multi-functional approach to PSEA in inter-agency response; pool resources to enhance what’s being done; burden share; and identify what needs strengthening. Whether as Heads of Office, Sector / Cluster leads, or Inter-Agency Coordinators – their role is to cultivate a culture of collective responsibility, and create a space where members reflect honestly on SEA risk areas in their organisations and sector / cluster programming, seek support from others, raise concerns, acknowledge shortcomings and commit to agreed actions.

          In refugee contexts, the PSEA Network reports directly to the Refugee Coordinator (who is also the UNHCR Representative) and the Refugee Coordination Forum at the strategic level. The Representative, therefore, has overall accountability and strategic oversight for PSEA inter-agency coordination within the refugee response, as reflected in the updated RCM Guidance p.11.

          A Checklist on PSEA/SH for Representatives and Senior Managers” (accessible to UNHCR staff only) and a PSEA Practical Toolkit for UN Senior Leaders In-Country are also available as resources. 

        

      

      
        Post emergency phase

        
          While risks of SEA are particularly elevated in an emergency context, SEA can occur in any context where the UN and its partners operate and are providing aid to people in need. Therefore, effective PSEA coordination for must continue in the post emergency phase.

          A post-emergency phase normally provides opportunities to deepen and make more sustainable responses, and it is important that PSEA, as a cross-cutting priority, is integrated across post emergency interventions and coordination structures. This may include, for example, enhancing coordination and engagement on PSEA with a broader range of actors and stakeholders, including government authorities and development actors.

        

      

      
        Policies, Guidelines and Useful Links

        
          
            
              
                
                  
                    UNHCR policy on addressing sexual misconduct
                  

                

              

              
                
                  
                    UNHCR, 2023-2025 Strategy and Action Plan: Tackling Sexual Exploitation and Abu…
                  

                

              

              
                
                  
                    Protection from Sexual Exploitation and Abuse: A Collective Responsibility
                  

                

              

            

          

        

      

      
        Learning and field practices

        
          
            
              
                
                  
                    Accessible to UNHCR staff only: UN Online course on PSEA
                  

                

              

              
                
                  
                    Accessible to partners: UN Online course on PSEA 
                  

                

              

              
                
                  
                    Accessible to UNHCR staff only: Module 10 - Inter-Agency Coordination on PSEA
                  

                

              

              
                
                  
                    Accessible to UNHCR staff only: pdf document - Inter-agency Coordination on PSEA
                  

                

              

            

          

        

      

      
        Links

        
          Accessible to UNHCR staff only: UNHCR intranet page on SEA and sexual harassmen…
          Accessible to UNHCR staff only: DESS Emergency Preparedness and Response Portal…
          Reflecting Protection from Sexual Exploitation and Abuse (PSEA) in RRPs
          Accessible to UNHCR staff only: Checklist on PSEA/SH for Representatives and Se…
          Accessible to UNHCR staff only: Checklist for emergency deployees – PSEA/SH
          Resources for PSEA Network in refugee responses from the RCM tools and resource…
          UNHCR website: Tackling sexual exploitation, abuse and harassment
          IASC PSEA website
          IASC PSEA resource library
          IASC Secretariat, Generic Terms of Reference of In-country PSEA Network
          IASC, Deployment Package for PSEA Coordinators - 2024 revision
          UN website: preventing sexual exploitation and abuse
          Interagency PSEA Community Outreach and Communication Fund
        

      

      
        Main contacts

        
          Office of the Principal Advisor (PSEA / SH) (hqpseash@unhcr.org)

        

      

    

  
    MOUs and LOUs with partners

    
      19 June 2025

      
        Key points

        
          	
      UNHCR and partners have concluded several global Memoranda of Understanding (MOUs) of relevance in emergency operations. Being familiar with the terms of these agreements can greatly help partnership at field level. UNHCR can regularly consult the MOU repository.

          	
      Operations  can conclude Letters of Understanding (LOUs) with partners if the conditions require it. LOUs are only collaborative in nature and cannot be used for issues that involve the direct transfer of funds.  Project Framework Agreement (PFA) and Project Workplan governed by the Programme Manual, are used in those cases.

          	
      In the case of some specific International NGO partners, special provisions for funding agreements have been negotiated at global level in Global Partnership Agreements (GPA). These agreements may incorporate MOUs and the special provisions in the same document, annexed with a partner-specific Project Framework Agreement (as of May 2025 GPAs have be signed with the Danish Refugee Council, the Norwegian Refugee Council). 

        

      

      
        Overview

        
          UNHCR works in partnership with many different actors. It formalizes such partnerships by means of Memorandums of Understanding (MOUs) at global level, and Letters of Understanding (LOUs) at regional or field level – nomenclature can vary at all levels, with Letters of Agreement, Joint Letters or other names being equally used. Their purpose is to clarify roles and promote productive relationships, support strategic partnership on priorities, and provide a formal framework for cooperation. Partnerships maximize complementarities and support efficient use of capacities and resources, while defining the roles and responsibilities of the participating entities. MOUs/LOUs should also refer to coordination mechanisms as the protection working group or partner roles in the cluster system, to help structure the collaboration between the partners.

        

      

      
        Relevance for emergency operations

        
          In emergencies, it is important to be aware of the global and regional frameworks that apply. Operations don’t need to conclude country level letters of agreement to implement the global frameworks or plans of action. Good practices at country level are typically related to thematically and operationally focused agreements that address contextualized needs. The global arrangements may help framing these country-level arrangements, enhancing complementarities. 

        

      

      
        Main guidance

        
          UNHCR has global Memoranda of Understanding with many UN agencies. Examples include: WFP (food supply and distribution); FAO (food security and self-reliance); WHO (health); UNFPA (reproductive health and SGBV); UNICEF (child protection); ILO (microfinance and skills training); UNDP (reintegration and post-conflict recovery), ICRC and the World Bank (data-sharing agreements).

          UNHCR also has global MOUs with several major NGO partners. These agreements are relevant in a variety of contexts, including emergency responses.  

          The MOU with WFP clarifies respective roles and responsibilities in the planning, distribution and monitoring of food assistance. It is valid in contexts where more than 5,000 refugees in need of food assistance are concentrated on one or more areas of a given country.

          Following the move to cash-based assistance, UNHCR and WFP signed an MOU Addendum on cash assistance in May 2017, and a MOU Addendum on data sharing in September 2018. Both addenda are extremely important wherever cash-for-food assistance is foreseen. These documents set out beneficiary targeting principles as well as detailed guidance on sharing of beneficiary data.

          The 2023 UNHCR-UNICEF Strategic Collaboration Framework (SCF) sets out the joint ambition to promote the inclusion of refugee children and their families in national plans, budgets, datasets and service delivery systems. The SCF is applicable globally, wherever UNICEF and UNHCR are present. The framework commits both organizations to a series of goals on inclusion of refugee children in national systems, such as education, water and sanitation, child protection, social protection and data; and on elimination of childhood statelessness – all by 2030. It also supports the continuation and strengthening of UNHCR and UNICEF collaboration in other areas, including nutrition and health.

          The LOU guidance and template for partnering with UNICEF provides a general basis for collaboration, with particular reference to WASH, health/nutrition, child protection, and education. The template includes a Joint Action Plan that provides clarity at operational level for a specific timeframe.

          The MOU with WHO clarifies what technical support and normative guidance WHO will provide UNHCR and Ministries of Health to assist a host Government to extend national health services to refugees.

          The MOU with IOM outlines what evacuation support will be offered in emergencies to persons of concern, third country nationals, stranded migrants, and others. There are regular Joint Letters issued to all staff by the two Principals, the last one in January 2019.

          The Framework Agreement on Personal Data Protection between ICRC and UNHCR of 2021 sets out the terms and conditions under which either Party shares personal data with the other Party. It should be complemented by Implementing Agreements. However, exceptions are possible in cases of urgency, security or other similar circumstances.

        

      

      
        Main contacts

        
          For general questions, contact the Partnership and Coordination Service: hqng00@unhcr.org

        

      

    

  
    Coordination skills, methods and good practices

    
      25 July 2025

      
        Key points

        
          	
      Understand the demands of a coordination role and the expectations of the persons we serve, your partner constituency, and UNHCR’s and humanitarian leadership. Bear in mind that coordination is a service and requires service orientation

          	
      Adapt a coordination role to context, applicable coordination model and coordination level. Bear in mind the differences between refugee coordination and cluster coordination settings

          	
      See the coordination role as part of the wider emergency coordination system in place and work with other coordinators in UNHCR and the wider system. Create linkages, not siloes

          	
      As a coordinator, stay level-headed, pragmatic and focused on the essentials and priorities in a fast-paced, busy and chaotic emergency response. Don’t get bogged down in details and focus on WINs – What is Important Now

          	
      Remember that a coordinator’s networks and relationships are an essential part of UNHCR’s leadership and reputation. Continuously invest in those and maintain good communication within UNHCR and with partners even amidst the pressures of an emergency

        

      

      
        Overview

        
          Sector or Cluster coordination is an inter-agency role required in refugee, internal displacement and mixed emergencies. Typically, coordination roles, which may be needed at national and sub-national levels, need to fulfill a range of core functions. They include support for service delivery, informing strategic decision-making, planning and strategy development, response monitoring and reporting, contingency planning and preparedness, capacity building and advocacy.

          Coordination roles are challenging and encompass both strategic and operational responsibilities.  They must enable the core functions defined in the Humanitarian Programme Cycle, including needs assessment, planning, and monitoring.  Coordination leadership requires a high degree of consensus-building, collaboration and alignment, both within UNHCR – the coordination lead agency – and with a broad array of stakeholders. As a coordinator, it is important to bear in mind that the leadership of a sector lies with the agency, i.e. with the Representative of a country operation. Successful coordinators engage the leadership and manage this relationship proactively. Coordinators must also prioritize localization and equitable participation of national and local responders.

          Coordinators work without formal authority. They must lead through influence, trust and legitimacy. Thus, to attain quality coordination coordinators must master a range of practical skills and competencies aligned with the IASC Coordination Competency Framework, including:

          
            	Leadership,

            	Stakeholder management and negotiation,

            	Empowering and building trust,

            	Communication,

            	Conflict resolution,

            	Decision-making.

          

        

      

      
        Relevance for emergency operations

        
          Humanitarian coordination systems, whether they are the refugee coordination model (RCM) or the IASC humanitarian cluster coordination model, are designed for emergency responses. Contingency planning and preparedness are a core function of any Cluster or Sector, and during and immediately an emergency response, coordination is essential given the increase in number and diversity of responders, the heightened pace of the response and the various strategic and operational shifts emergency contexts typically bring along.

          Quality coordination is essential for an effective emergency response. Subject matter expertise plus a suitable and well applied skillset help achieve this key objective. They enable a coordinator to balance the need for clear direction and speedy decision-making with consensus building and participatory approaches, to exercise sound judgment, and to undertake effective prioritization, delegation and time management when time is limited and workload significant.  Emergency coordination roles are often subject to heightened scrutiny, demanding an even greater focus on high-quality coordination to achieve humanitarian objectives and avoid reputational risks for the organization in its role as lead agency and provider of last resort.

          The ongoing Humanitarian Reset emphasizes nimbleness, strategic complementarity, and early engagement of local actors. Speed is essential for effective coordination in emergencies. At the same time, it needs to be combined with inclusive, principled leadership that adapts as crises evolve.

        

      

      
        Main guidance

        
          The main purposes of coordination in emergency settings are to increase the effectiveness, scale, reach and accountability of the response, as well to ensure adherence to standards of humanitarian action for quality and coherence. Thus, the main objective of a coordinator is to foster collaboration and alignment across constituencies on strategy, response planning and implementation.

          A coordinator does not have formal authority over sector or cluster members. Legitimacy – and ultimately leadership by the agency – is gained through respect and trust in one’s quality coordination work, facilitation and principled engagement, and the extent to which coordination is seen and perceived as a service or support. Knowledge of the humanitarian situation, subject matter expertise, and understanding of the applicable coordination architecture are important. However, they must be complemented with a broad range of skills that are equally important to achieve the coordination purposes.

          How one uses and applies these skills and manages and regulates one’s strengths and weaknesses will determine the coordination style. This style will need to be highly adaptable to the context in which you coordinate and your interlocutors.  Below, we outline the essential skill sets along with proven practices and methods that can support coordinators in applying them more effectively.

          
            1. Leadership
          

          
            
              Leadership essentials in coordination settings
            
          

          Leadership is the ability to provide a team with a vision, create alignment of its members towards it, and enhance commitment to its success. It includes the capacity to manage changes, make or facilitate sound and timely decisions, enhance accountability for them, and motivate partners to achieve planned results. As a coordinator you will need to constantly bear in mind that the agency is the lead, and your role as coordinator is to enable the agency’s leadership through quality coordination.

          Effective leadership in a coordination context comes with two key considerations.

          First, a coordinator does not have formal authority over cluster or sector members. Authority, or the ability to foster alignment and commitment, must be built through legitimacy, trust and respect in the role and its inter-agency nature and voice. This includes the reality – and perception – of the coordinator’s work as a service to enable the collective to better achieve humanitarian goals.

          Second, adaptive leadership is essential: the ability to shift styles depending on context, stakeholders, and urgency. Where possible, strategies should reflect collective outcomes and integrate inputs from diverse actors, including national authorities and local civil society, in line with Grand Bargain commitments.

          Important elements of context to which leadership style needs to adapt include:

          
            	The humanitarian situation. This includes its extent, gravity and dynamics, as well as the degree to which the response is sufficient and adequate at a given point in time.

            	The capacities and expectations of cluster and sector members as regards the level of coordination. Typically, this goes beyond mere information sharing and will often stop short of operational collaboration and joint work. The preference is usually general alignment under a common strategy without giving up operational autonomy.

            	The humanitarian architecture. This includes the applicable coordination model (RCM, IASC, mixed situations) and level of coordination (national, sub-national). In IDP and mixed situations, the roles of OCHA and the HC as well as the specific role and responsibility of UNHCR as lead agency and provider of last resort need to be clear to a coordinator. Crucially, it includes also the Government’s appetite for leadership and its articulation with the existing coordination mechanisms and in keeping with humanitarian principles.

          

          Collaborative leadership and decision-making are the norm in coordination settings, requiring a significant difference in style compared to partner management for UNHCR’s own programmes.

          It is equally important to realize that certain contexts demand more robust interventions by coordinators to steer the team towards an agreed-upon direction. This is the case for instance, when the humanitarian response lacks a coherent strategy or when the existing strategy needs to quickly adapt to a sudden change of context. It can also be the case when humanitarian gaps are not being covered with sufficient speed and adequacy.

          
            
              Relation to UNHCR
            
          

          The relation of a sector/cluster coordinator to UNHCR does often raise questions. This is due to the dual role UNHCR has in coordination contexts: UNHCR leads the coordination of a certain sector and is also a responder within it. As a coordinator, the relationship with UNHCR must be managed at three levels – vis a vis UNHCR’s operations, with UNHCR’s leadership (which is at the same time the cluster lead), and in IDP or mixed settings also with the coordinators of the other Clusters UNHCR leads.

          
            	With UNHCR operations: As Coordinator, it is important to bear in mind that the role is about enabling the collective response of a cluster or sector from an inter-agency perspective, and not to represent UNHCR’s agency interests. As an example, UNHCR as an agency is a member of a sector/cluster and must be represented by someone other than the coordinator. At the same time, UNHCR as agency is the provider of last resort in a sector/cluster and it is essential for a coordinator to invoke this role of UNHCR in a timely manner to cover critical gaps, which requires strong bilateral relations and awareness of the capacity of UNHCR’s operations to exercise this role in each context.

            	With UNHCR’s leadership: The leadership of a cluster lies with the agency i.e. with the Representative of a country operation. It is key to the success of a coordination function to engage the leadership and manage this relationship proactively by supporting the Representative’s leadership role and participation at the HCT, leveraging the complementarity of UNHCR’s leadership and coordination roles. In particular on vision and strategy setting, it is essential to have UNHCR’s leadership engaged. Having national-level coordinators as part of its Senior Management is beneficial to UNHCR both in its agency role and in its coordination role, as it helps inform strategic decision-making and ensures that UNHCR’s operations remain aligned with the inter-agency context, supporting effective positioning and resource allocation

            	With other UNHCR coordinators: In cluster contexts, UNHCR usually leads three Clusters – Protection, CCCM and Shelter. Adopting a high level of collaboration between the three Coordinators and even pursuing a Tri-Cluster approach yields important strategic and operational dividends.

          

          To avoid perceived conflicts of interest, it is recommended that the coordinator’s inter-agency role be articulated through clear Terms of Reference, ideally endorsed by the sector/cluster and aligned with applicable coordination architecture.

          
            
              Specific leadership skills
            
          

          A few specific skills are a crucial component of an effective leaders’ skillset, among them:

          
            	Strategic planning and vision. This entails the ability to understand the broad humanitarian and operational context, to think strategically about humanitarian outcomes and to facilitate and communicate a clear general direction and objectives for the cluster or sector, also as a contribution to the general Humanitarian Programme Cycle. The desired approach to strategy setting is, in general, inclusive and collaborative. Context will dictate the extent to which the coordinator needs to provide guidance on substantive issues and steer the team more directly. In any case, strong analytical, communication and drafting skills will lend authority to the coordinators’ role.

            	Consensus-building and negotiation. Consensus is the default decision-making mechanism in sector or cluster settings. A coordinator will need to understand the objectives and interests behind different positions and find creative ways to help members achieve an effective and reasonable middle ground through persuasion and negotiation.

            	Planning and organizing. An effective coordinator organizes self and others over the short, medium and long term. The workload of a coordinator can be immense. It is essential to know how and what to prioritize, how to focus on essentials and avoid being bogged down in detail. A strong coordinator determines quickly what can be delegated and how to manage time and competing priorities.

          

          
            
              Methods, tips and good practices
            
          

          
            	Knowledge reinforces informal authority and legitimacy. This includes the nuts and bolts of the coordination endeavor, as well as of the humanitarian architecture and key partners. Importantly, it entails firsthand awareness of the context, conflict/disaster dynamics and ensuing humanitarian situation, field-level knowledge of priorities and gaps as well as partner capacities, across the most important geographical areas. Knowledge is a joint asset. While considering possible sensitivities, coordinators must share context and analyses with their partners.

            	The coordination role can be extremely demanding. Often, a coordinator does not have all the skills, knowledge, or time to carry out all necessary tasks. Delegation is of the essence. Delegate meaningfully, empowering partners and staff through clarity, trust, and capacity-sharing, not just task reallocation. Be realistic and transparent when workload, timelines or demands are not manageable. Clarify the support staff needs and identify the appropriate methods for securing them, whether through UNHCR or partner organizations.

            	Remember that leadership style and preferred methods need to be redefined and reoriented when necessary, according to what works and how the context evolves.

            	Be quick and flexible as regards the establishment of subnational coordination structures. In contexts of high population density or protracted displacement, area-based approaches may be useful. Strategic Advisory Groups (SAGs) and technical working groups are useful tools for delegation, where they do not proliferate. However, in line with the Humanitarian Reset, strive to simplify coordination mechanisms.

            	Be mindful that coordination is, above all, a service to operational agencies. Adopt a “servant leader” approach, being a convener and a role model as regards teamwork. Be mindful that you are not a project manager. Approach complex issues without necessarily having a preconceived outcome in mind and objectively guide toward one.

            	Be supportive to partners. Whenever possible and reasonable, volunteer to do leg work. Be dependable and follow through on your commitments. Be responsive and answer requests on time. Be accountable and adhere to agreed actions and outcomes.

            	Demonstrate listening skills and adaptability, adjusting tone, focus, and leadership style to both dynamic contexts and communication style of stakeholders. Strengthening feedback looks with both partners and communities reinforces legitimacy and responsiveness.

            	Go often to the field and talk to forcibly displaced and stateless populations, besides more formal missions. Consider that field visits are also opportunities to close the feedback loop, listen, and demonstrate inclusive, responsive coordination. A useful rule of thumb is to do it at least once a week, seeking to progressively cover most of the relevant geographic area. Invite partners, considering inclusivity, the relations you want to build, issues you want to learn, and the need to foster collaboration. Field visits are often handy to identify key humanitarian actors who, for one reason or another, do not attend cluster or sector meetings. Be an AAP and participation champion.

            	Be a champion of prioritizing delivery over process.

            	Self-awareness and the ability to manage oneself are of the essence. Few qualities convey leadership as effectively as the ability to remain level-headed, fair, and calm. It is often difficult to obtain straight feedback from partners on your performance, including positive feedback when deserved. It is important not to take this personally.

            	Norm-based humanitarian action is a must. Champion humanitarian principles and the mainstreaming of protection issues.

          

          
            2. Stakeholder management and negotiation
          

          An effective coordinator knows and manages a broad range of stakeholders, including communities themselves. She or he identifies and understands relationships, motivations, constraints and pressures affecting others, and works within a network of relations with stakeholders to achieve humanitarian deliverables in a coordinated manner.

          Good stakeholder management also entails political awareness, including the ability to navigate complex and, at times, competitive inter-agency landscapes. However, a coordinator must not think of alliances as purely instrumental. A focus on short gains can undermine trust in a coordinator. Rather, relationship management needs to go beyond transactions toward longer-term relationships based on trust and mutual support. A coordinator needs to be support-minded and a trust-builder, thinking of what she or he can offer to others to improve the humanitarian response. Adopting an inter-agency voice and being a champion of partnership will go a long way to building trust.

          A strong coordinator will often use a “360 degrees” approach to stakeholder management. She or he sees the coordination role as part of the wider emergency coordination system in place and works with other coordinators in UNHCR and the wider system to create linkages and avoid siloes.

          Stakeholder management must start with communities and include local and national actors. Understanding the incentives, concerns, and capacities of all stakeholders—from INGOs to government entities to local NGOs—allows coordinators to lead with trust and insight.

          
            
              Negotiation skills
            
          

          Building consensus among partners often entails negotiations between different positions. Key to a successful negotiation lies in understanding and analyzing interests or needs underlying the negotiation positions, as well as the ability to establish your own best alternative to a negotiated agreement (BATNA). BATNA is your backup plan if the deal you are negotiating does not work out – in other words, what you will do instead if you are not obtaining the minimum desirable from a negotiation. Establishing a BATNA is often necessary to establish one’s own position in a negotiation.

          Consider, however, that in a humanitarian context negotiation generally seeks to find common ground. This necessitates also interpersonal skills, including the ability to read, analyze and respect others’ interests and needs, trust building, as well as the capacity to leverage influence in complex environments, alongside the ability to balance interests and find the right compromises.

          
            
              The importance of relationships with authorities
            
          

          The humanitarian coordination system is not intended to replace the Government. Instead, building and maintaining strong relationships with authorities is essential. Regular and transparent communications with authorities are important. Difficulties can arise when advocacy is needed, for instance when Government positions and actions counter protection and humanitarian principles. In such situations it is key to ensure the leadership is aware and involved, as appropriate, in conducting such advocacy or navigating sensitive issues, such as adherence to protection and humanitarian principles. It is also important to seek out possible champions within the Government, such as national human rights mechanisms.

          
            
              Participation of local actors
            
          

          Participation of local actors, including national NGOs, civil society and displaced-led organizations, is not just a best practice—it is a core principle. Meaningful inclusion must extend across the programme cycle. Coordinators must act as enablers of local leadership and amplify community voices in all coordination spaces.

          Dedicate time and effort to enable participation of national NGOs and civil society, including the role of affected communities themselves, such as refugee or IDP-led organizations.  Consultation alone is not enough; barriers to participation must be proactively identified and addressed at the sector/cluster level, the inter-cluster level, and, when necessary, at the HCT level. For example, if language is a barrier, change to local language or use interpreters, where it is affordable. Ask openly about the preferred methods of communication – they may not be email. As a coordinator, it is important to champion localization and AAP by putting the role of communities central to the response.

          
            
              Mechanisms, tips and good practices
            
          

          
            	Have a mental – or written – stakeholder map considering a whole of society approach and maintain relationships across the board. Government, the humanitarian hierarchy, other sectors or clusters and affected populations are all important. Do not forget other stakeholders, such as academia or faith-based organizations. When time is short, establish priorities in a collaborative manner.

            	Be mindful to value relationships for their own sake, and to maintain an open mind. Valued insights, alliances and reputational capital may lie within stakeholders not commonly thought of as humanitarian actors, including academia, grassroots organizations and faith leaders. Coordinators may need to invest effort in understanding local customs, social norms,and relationships.

            	Remember that successful negotiations and consensus-building are often built on previous efforts to establish quality, trustful relations with partners.

            	Beyond meetings with multiple stakeholders, establish bilateral relations with partners. This can be done for a specific purpose such as mobilizing participation and buy-in, informal consultation on a particular issue, addressing challenges, or getting new partners on board for example. It should also be done simply to listen, understand, and build or maintain a relationship. Prefer visiting partners in their offices, even if it entails travel time. Make sure bilaterals are consistent with transparency in decision-making and consensus.

            	Seek informal occasions, such as corridor talk and social events, to build networks and engagement and exchange information and views. As a coordinator, it is essential to engage in semi-social/semi-professional environments, which can also be important for trust building.

          

          
            3. Empowering and building trust
          

          A coordinator must strive to create an atmosphere of trust and confidence, where cluster or sector members and other key stakeholders feel able and motivated to contribute their best. An environment in which partners are comfortable expressing their positions, ideas and opinions will also, in most cases, foster alignment and collaboration.

          
            
              Trust-building and psychological safety
            
          

          The concept and practice of psychological safety entails creating a trusting culture in which ideas, opinions, concerns can be expressed and mistakes admitted without the fear of retribution or judgment. Psychological safety requires a culture where dissent, innovation, and mistakes are welcomed as part of collective learning. As coordinator, modeling humility, curiosity, and calm under pressure sets the tone. Remember that, ultimately, the coordinator must build trust in the coordination and leadership ability of UNHCR as lead agency.

          Complex humanitarian contexts may require a pragmatic, trial-and-error approach to decision-making. While this can generate valuable lessons and improvements for the future, it depends on a trusting environment where learning is encouraged and supported.  As a coordinator it is important to create and contribute to such an environment, to enable experimenting and taking initiatives,  and to show ability to learn and correct course as needed.

          
            
              Accountability
            
          

          The culture and practice of accountability is key. Good leadership entails recognizing and applying the difference between responsibility (the duty of those discharging a task) and accountability (a leader’s acceptance that she or he guides and empowers the team and is answerable for its actions). There is, of course, a nuance in the coordination context – a coordinator is not accountable for sector or cluster member’s actions. She or he embodies, however, agency accountability for quality coordination, including alignment towards commonly agreed humanitarian objectives.

          Accountability also means avoiding blame-shifting and owning collective decisions. Blame-shifting stunts the initiative and the growth of a sector/cluster. It also reduces the appetite for taking calculated risks, which is often needed for an effective emergency response.

          
            
              Mechanisms, tips and good practices
            
          

          
            	Always be respectful and courteous with partners, including (and especially) in stressful situations. This is not only a matter of principle, but also a condition for effective coordination.

            	Stepping back and withholding immediate reactions can be helpful in creating space for exchange and discussion. This is often key to consensus building and to generate buy-in.

            	Be proactive and humble in soliciting ideas from the constituency. , Showinterest and willingness to learn and exchange opinions and stances when necessary.

            	Proactively engage partners who are less active in broad/public meetings.

            	Take up difficult conversations with partners separately, rather than in public meetings.

          

          
            4. Communication
          

          Good coordinators are sensitive, compelling, and clear in formal and informal communication, which encourages engagement and contribution to improved outcomes for all stakeholders. They adapt their communication style to different audiences and partners of different backgrounds, have well-honed listening skills and explain complex matters in a direct, informative and motivational way. A good coordinator must also, when necessary, openly inquire about the preferred communication level, style, and channel for different settings and partners.

          Effective advocacy in humanitarian settings relies on strategic communication. It must be guided by clear objectives, grounded in evidence, and tailored to target audiences—particularly those with influence or decision-making power. Advocacy should directly reference the rights, needs, and interests of forcibly displaced and stateless persons. It is important to use simple language and avoid jargon. A strong coordinator understands the influence of data and information. He or she sees clearly the importance of translating the results of analysis and strategy-setting into well-crafted and communicated advocacy.

          A good coordinator also uses storytelling and eloquence to connect the dots and paint a meaningful picture of the wider context beyond cluster or sectoral confines. Sense-making, or the ability to help others obtain a clearer understanding of complex events and the decisions they require, is a key leadership skill in emergencies. This is essential in chaotic, rapidly evolving situations where the amount of human suffering may appear as overwhelming to those mandated to respond.

          Strong coordination communication is inclusive, accessible, and actionable. Avoid jargon, and when sharing data, prioritize clarity, visualization, and interpretation over volume.

          
            
              Mechanisms, tips and good practices
            
          

          
            	Effective listening	Pay full attention to speakers and avoid interrupting. Do not assume you already know what is going to be said. Do not mentally rehearse what to say next, rather than just listening to the speaker.
	Repeat, paraphrase, and reframe back to the speaker to check whether your understanding is correct.
	Listen for emotions as well as facts.



            	Clear verbal communication	Use language your audience understands.
	Be prepared to repeat yourself when you feel it is necessary.
	Check if others have understood what you said and provide clarifications as required.



            	Non-verbal communication	Angling in the upper body conveys interest and empathy.
	Head nod communicates encouragement.
	Eye contact communicates interest.
	Be aware, however, of cultural differences in non-verbal communication.



            	Facilitation	Keep discussions on focus.
	Encourage understanding and compromise between different groups and ideas.
	Ask pertinent questions to generate new avenues of thinking.
	Communicate clearly and concisely.



            	Quality written communication	Be direct and to the point.
	Use short sentences and simple language.
	Structure well. Use headlines and sub-headlines.
	Avoid blind copy in emails.
	Never get personal.
	Prefer face-to-face meetings when required, e.g. when you need to build consensus or manage emotions.



          

          
            5. Conflict resolution
          

          Conflicts or deep differences in position are not uncommon in sector or cluster settings. Thus, coordinators often need to facilitate compromise and practical solutions to disagreements and conflicts with a focus to enable decision-making and a functioning work environment.

          When conflict is not promptly identified and addressed, it can affect the effectiveness of coordination. Thus, a coordinator must be able to intervene quickly when necessary to defuse tension, and, when disagreements or conflicts arise, choose the appropriate method to address and resolve them. At all times, a coordinator should be level-headed and neutral, addressing controversy in a transparent manner, with the sole interest of achieving a solution which is, and is perceived as fair to all partners. Maintaining quality coordination and advancing towards humanitarian objectives must remain at the forefront of any solution.

          In high-stakes environments, neutrality is not passivity. Addressing conflict head-on—with empathy and transparency—is a leadership responsibility. When needed, delegate conflict resolution to someone with credibility and mediation and conflict-resolution skills, or to conflict-sensitive programming specialists.

          
            
              Mechanisms, tips and good practices
            
          

          
            	Be attentive to symptoms. Conflict can translate into anger, arguments and the formation of cliques. It can sometimes also be at the basis of lack of participation and attendance.

            	Tackle tensions early, to avoid escalation and spread.

            	Try to identify the cause of conflict. When necessary, use bilaterals and seek the opinion of key partners.

            	Focus on core issues, avoid accusations, invite suggestions, seek external help when necessary and foster consensus on the solutions proposed.

          

          
            6. Decision-making methods
          

          Decisions are needed to bring clarity and direction to ambiguous, complex or difficult issues. Sound and balanced decision-making is important in coordination efforts and are typically based on information and evidence available and sound judgment as needed.

          A coordinator, however, is rarely in a position to take unilateral decisions. Rather, she or he must read how decision-making must be done in each context. Important factors are the nature of the issue at hand (e.g. strategic vs. technical), and the time available to take the decision. Analytical and problem-solving skills are necessary. Transparency and inclusivity are a must, time permitting. Research shows that decisions taken by consensus are more adequate and sustainable over time. They also encourage participation and buy-in since they create trust in the fairness of the decision-making process. Consensus-making, as well as relationship-building, are also key in preventing conflict from arising. At the same time, time pressures of an emergency and the need to act fast at times, can require other than consensus-based decision-making.

          The following diagram can be useful:

          
            
              
                	
                  WHO DECIDES
                
                	
                  HOW IS THE DECISION TAKEN
                
              

              
                	Whole group
                	Consensus
                	This is the choice method. It is particularly adequate when the issue is important, complex or unclear and there is some time for consultation, such as when deciding on general strategies.
              

              
                	Voting
                	It can be used for uncomplicated issues where there is little time or need for extensive consultation, such as deciding on regularity of meetings.
              

              
                	Small group
                	Delegation to the group
                	Adequate for relatively technical issues where partners are comfortable with delegation. It can also be used in conjunction with consensus. As an instance, a small group develops a draft shelter strategy, as a basis to build further consensus with the whole group. It may require technical expertise. 
              

              
                	Coordinator
                	Unilateral decision
                	Only advisable when there is little time, when the issue is not sufficiently important or when this is the only possible way and the coordinator has an excellent level of  trust of all members. This is a last resort option.
              

            
          

        

      

      
        Post emergency phase

        
          Humanitarian coordination systems often stay in place in the post emergency phase. It is important, however, to proactively seek a transition toward alternative coordination arrangements that offer more entry points for development and peacebuilding stakeholders, for example area-based coordination, and align with Government coordination structures and mechanisms where possible, including through closer linkages with line Ministries for example. Coordination in post emergency phases requires to steer toward such a transition. When doing so, coordination needs to remain guided by humanitarian principles and the priorities of the displaced and the wider displacement-affected populations. Good relationships established early in the emergency with authorities and other local actors will also help in the transition phase.

          Typically, such shifts should be pursued by the entire coordination system and be backed by the HCT or equivalent, including UNHCR as the lead agency of the respective sector or cluster. Steering toward a transition can be a difficult task and a coordinator will often be confronted with different and opposing perspectives, often more so in situations in which the Government is a party to the conflict and adherence to humanitarian principles is questioned. In such situations it is important to remain open to different viewpoints, transparent and inclusive in the way of working, and principled yet pragmatic.

          Transitions require coordinated, principled shifts that recognize the leadership of national and local actors. Coordinators should facilitate capacity transfer, ensure continuation of accountability to affected people, and connect humanitarian coordination with broader peace and development mechanisms, including area-based and locally led approaches.

        

      

      
        Checklist for Coordinators

        
          
            Understand and manage expectations: Understand expectations of the leadership (UNHCR Representative), partners and persons we serve toward the coordination role.

          

          
            Familiarize yourself: Familiarize yourself quickly with the context, displacement situation and partners, including communities themselves. Be open and interested. This builds trust and confidence in you as a coordinator.

          

          
            Set transparent working methods: Set clear, transparent and inclusive working methods. Be mindful of having to strike the balance between speed and inclusivity. Don’t be rigid, make adjustments as needed.

          

          
            Be a convener: Exercising the convening role early demonstrates inclusivity and leadership. Use it purposefully, focused on content and not process.

          

          
            Provide direction: Set vision and strategy through a collaborative approach and stay focused on the big picture issues. It is important to steer in one agreed upon direction.

          

          
            Stay outcome and solutions-oriented: Stay focused on outcomes and be solutions-oriented, leveraging your range of skills.

          

          
            Always manage relations and communicate well: Bear in mind that good communication and relationship management is an important and iterative task and requires continuous investment.

          

        

      

      
        Annexes

        
          
            
              
                IASC, Reference Module for Cluster Coordination at Country Level, 2015
                
                  

                

              

            

          

        

      

      
        Learning and field practices

        
          
            
              Online training - accessible to UNHCR staff only

            

            
              
                
                  
                    Interagency Coordination in Emergencies
                  

                

              

            

          

        

      

      
        Links

        
          Health Cluster Guide: A Practical Handbook
          How to be an effective Cluster Coordinator
          Exploring coordination in humanitarian clusters. ALNAP, 2015
        

      

      
        Main contacts

        
          
            HQEMHAND@unhcr.org
          

        

      

    

  
    Civil - military coordination

    
      27 June 2020

      
        Key points

        
          	
      Work with OCHA CMCS or the individual appointed to establish civil military coordination. Understand the specific UN-CMCoord strategy for the operation.

          	
        Establish who is participating in UN-CMCoord cell meetings, and channel relevant requests or concerns to them.

          	
        Understand how Government and local authorities coordinate with the military. Understand how partners and other relevant actors coordinate with the military. Share this information with the UN-CMCoord officer.

          	
        Establish and share contact details with CIMIC personnel (if the HCT/UNCT has determined that they are the appropriate interlocutor).

          	
        Understand in which sectors, and where, the military are operating and how their operating methods may differ from those of other actors.

          	
        Understand the security environment in which you operate, and risks that may arise from associating with the military.

          	
        Understand the military structure and hierarchy.

          	
        Build and use networks, in accordance with country or other guidelines.

          	
        Avoid public criticism of any actor.

          	
        Determine whether the operation depends on military and civil defence assets (MCDA). If it does, identify additional or alternative forms of delivery.

          	
        Review plans for phasing out military assets and factor these into operational planning.

        

      

      
        Overview

        
          Humanitarian operations may take place in areas affected by armed conflict. It is frequently justified and essential to interact and dialogue with military forces, in order to gain access to persons of concern and deliver vital humanitarian assistance.



In natural, technological and industrial disasters, governments may use national and external military forces to deliver relief (Haiti 2010, Philippines 2013). Particularly in complex emergencies (Pakistan 2005, 2010), coordination between military and humanitarian actors is vital, to ensure that humanitarian principles are fully understood, avoid competition, minimize inconsistency and, where appropriate, pursue common goals.



The United Nations Humanitarian Civil-Military Coordination (UN-CMCoord) exists to provide such coordination. UN-CMCoord promotes a broad understanding of humanitarian action, guides political and military actors on how best to support that action, helps develop context-specific policy based on internationally agreed guidelines, and establishes humanitarian civil-military coordination structures, ensuring that staff members are trained to make coordination work. It plays a particularly essential role in complex emergencies and high-risk environments, where it is vital to facilitate humanitarian access, protect civilians, and provide security for humanitarian workers.



Within the UN and humanitarian community, OCHA's Civil Military Coordination Service (CMCS) has responsibility for civil-military coordination. It supports relevant field and headquarter activities by developing institutional strategies to enhance the capacity and preparedness of national and international partners. By means of non-binding guidelines on use of military assets, and through training, workshops, conferences and simulation exercises, it improves the response of operational partners to humanitarian crises. As the custodian of UN-CMCoord guidelines, CMCS also helps humanitarian actors to develop context-specific guidance for operations in particular situations.



When necessary, CMCS advises the international community on mobilization of foreign military assets to support relief operations or humanitarian assistance. Its advocacy, coupled with the publication of operational guidance, complements and supports USG-level dialogue.



CMCS deploys experts known as Civil Military Coordination Officers to support the HCT/UNCT. Where they are not present, the Resident or Humanitarian Coordinator takes the lead, relying on UN-CMCoord doctrine. All UN personnel are expected to understand and follow UN-CMCoord polices and guidelines.

        

      

      
        Main guidance

        
          Underlying policies, principles and/or standards

          
            	Preserve humanitarian space.

            	Cooperation (or perceptions of cooperation) with the military must not jeopardize core humanitarian principles of neutrality and impartiality, or put persons of concern or humanitarian personnel at risk.

            	Form and maintain appropriate relations between humanitarian and military or armed actors.

            	Make appropriate and timely use of foreign or national military assets to support humanitarian operations.

            	Ensure that relief efforts are consistent, whether they are delivered by civilian or military actors.

          

          Good practice recommendations

          
            	Planning. This varies according to the phase of an emergency. All those involved in the response need to share the same strategic overview, share information regularly, and understand clearly who is doing what, where and for how long.

            	Information sharing. This works best when it is proactive. Information sharing helps to validate plans and adjust priorities and is critical to the safety and security of humanitarian workers and persons of concern.

            	Task allocation. Clear attribution of roles ensures consistency and avoids duplication. It matches capacities to needs and supports forward planning by organizations on the ground.

          

          Considerations for practical implementation

          Map the actors 

This will help you to identify the critical actors in the civilian and military communities, and decide which actors can most effectively operate and meet needs in given areas, in accordance with humanitarian principles. Military actors may help particularly to:

          
            	Secure and maintain access to persons of concern.

            	Support the security and logistical dimensions of an operation.

            	Provide additional resources, especially in emergency operations.

            	Make available their good offices to expedite assistance and resolve difficulties.

          

          
Assess and analyse civil-military relations, perceptions and approaches

Short-term cooperation can be effective, but long term implications must be considered, particularly where international military actors may be involved and where action to establish security on the ground might compromise (perceptions of) neutrality.



Determine missions and mandates 

Consider the roles of:

          
            	Domestic civilian actors: local leaders, NGOs, Government.

            	Domestic military and paramilitary actors: military, police, gendarmerie, border and customs forces.

            	International civilian actors: UN, INGOs, donors, ICRC.

            	Foreign military actors: UN and non-UN peacekeeping forces, UN Civil Military Officers (CIMIC), military police, UNPOL.

          

          

Ascertain the mission or mandate of each of the actors identified, and understand their engagement in terms of UN-CMCoord.



Agree the character of civil-military relationships and set a CMCoord strategy

Basic strategies range from co-existence to cooperation. Coordination (essential dialogue and interaction) is always required, but its character should reflect the strategy.



Understand the strategy of the HC/RC and HCT/UNCT 

When military and civilian actors clearly understand the HCT/UNCT's strategy, it helps the HCT/UNCT and the response to:

          
            	Build shared situational awareness and understanding.

            	Establish a common approach.

            	Agree and implement a strategy.

            	Facilitate implementation and monitoring.

            	Share lessons learned.

          

          

Country specific UN-CMCoord guidelines should be developed for each operation, and persons with coordination responsibilities identified clearly.

           

          
            
              [image: Civil-military interaction may occur in six areas]
            

            
              Civil-military interaction may occur in six areas

            

          

          Resources and partnerships

          
            	OCHA Civil Military Coordination Officers.

            	OCHA Civil Military Coordination Section.

            	Consultative Group on Humanitarian Civil Military Coordination.

            	UNHCR Field Security Advisors.

          

        

      

      
        Annexes

        
          
            
              
                IASC, Non-Binding Guidelines on the Use of Armed Escorts for Humanitarian Convoys, February 2013
                
                  

                

              

            

          

          
            
              
                Recommended Practices in Humanitarian Civil Military Coordination, OCHA 2018
                
                  

                

              

            

          

          
            
              
                UN Civil Military Coordination Handbook 2018
                
                  

                

              

            

          

          
            
              
                OCHA, On Message – Civil Military Coordination, November 2013
                
                  

                

              

            

          

          
            
              
                CMCoordination Operational Guidance COVID19
                
                  

                

              

            

          

          
            
              
                IASC, Civil-Military Relationship in Complex Emergencies, Reference Paper, June 2004
                
                  

                

              

            

          

          
            
              
                Guidelines on the Use of Foreign Military and Civil Defence Assets in Disaster Relief, the Oslo Guidelines
                
                  

                

              

            

          

          
            
              
                Recommended Practices for Effective Humanitarian Civil-Military Coordination of Foreign Military Assets in Natural and Man-Made Disasters
                
                  

                

              

            

          

          
            
              
                Guidelines on the Use of Military and Civil Defence Assets to Support United Nations Humanitarian Activities in Complex Emergencies, the MCDA Guidelines, Rev. 1, January 2006
                
                  

                

              

            

          

        

      

      
        Links

        
          OCHA Humanitarian/ Military Dialogue
          Resource Library of Humanitarian/Military Dialogue
          OCHA Humanitarian Civil-Military Coordination
        

      

      
        Main contacts

        
          UNHCR Field Security Service (FSS), Division of Emergencies, Supply and Security (DESS).

        

      

    

  
    Diplomatic protocol

    
      26 January 2025

      
        Key points

        
          	
      Know and respect local customs

          	
      Respect order of precedence and maintain formality

          	
      Be respectful and courteous in accordance with the UNHCR Code of Conduct

          	
      Remember that you are representing the organization at all times, even in social settings

          	
      When in doubt, consult counterparts responsible for protocol in the government and with the dean of the diplomatic corps

        

      

      
        Overview

        
          This entry should be read in conjunction with the UNHCR Handbook on Diplomatic Protocol. The Handbook is designed to accompany staff members in exercising their duties and responsibilities, in compliance with established United Nations diplomatic protocol procedures and practices.
 
Unlike government diplomats, staff members of international organizations do not usually receive formal training in protocol. Whether you are a Representative, Head of Office, or a staff member with few representational responsibilities, it is important to be aware of the codes of conduct that govern diplomatic relations.

        

      

      
        Relevance for emergency operations

        
          Protocol helps set the tone of a discussion and creates a positive atmosphere for effective diplomacy. It helps build bridges and understanding between actors representing different political positions and interests, and facilitates trust and mutual respect. Whether you are requesting land to be used for the construction of a new refugee camp, trying to prevent a refoulement, or negotiating access to restricted areas, your efforts are more likely to succeed if you act diplomatically. 
 
In an emergency context, rules of social and diplomatic behaviour may be overlooked, and formality ignored. However, casualness can be interpreted as rudeness in some societies and may be taken as a personal or national insult. UNHCR’s Code of Conduct requires staff to uphold the integrity of the organization by ensuring that their personal and professional conduct is, and is seen to be, of the highest standard, and that they are patient, respectful and courteous, including to persons of concern, governments and partners. Respecting formality and behaving appropriately, including in social settings, helps to preserve the image of the Office as an impartial, objective and respectful organization and is also important to staff security. 

        

      

      
        Main guidance

        
          
            What is protocol?
          

          The term ‘protocol' derives from the Greek word protokollan (meaning first glue) and the practice of gluing a sheet of paper to the front of a document as a seal of authenticity. Today, it has various meanings in the diplomatic world: a formal agreement between nation States; an amendment to a treaty or convention; and the accepted code of behaviour governing affairs of State or diplomatic occasions. 
 
This entry discusses the often unwritten rules of courtesy and diplomacy that facilitate positive relations between States and other actors and allow negotiations to succeed. It is relevant to many areas, from managing visits of high-level officials, respecting precedence during official functions, maintaining formality in both oral and written communications, and following other relevant guidelines, such as proper use of country names and flag rules. 
 
Although codes of behaviour governing relations among peoples have always existed, in 1815 the Congress of Vienna formally established an international system of diplomatic ranks, determined who would sit where at meetings, and reaffirmed the principle of diplomatic immunity. Chapter III of the United Nations Treaty Collection contains the various international instruments that address privileges and immunities, diplomatic and consular relations (including the 1961 Vienna Convention on Diplomatic Relations), and their status. 

          
            Protocol in practice
          

          Protocol is grounded in common sense and good manners. It is considered by some to be an art and, by nature, must be flexible and adaptable. There is often no right or wrong. What matters most is that logic and sound judgment govern every decision (with regard to seating or speaking order, for example) and that arrangements made are transparent and clearly understood by all.

          It is advisable to become familiar with local customs and etiquette, including greetings, gestures, and salutations, etc. Most governments have a protocol office (often in the ministry of foreign affairs) that can be consulted on such issues. The protocol office will also be responsible for determining privileges and immunities for diplomatic employees. When in doubt (about seating arrangements or how to address a senior official in the government), it is always best to check directly with someone in authority. Many governments also publish protocol handbooks and are willing to make them publicly available.
 

          
            Becoming familiar with the host country agreement (accord de siège)
          

          All staff should be familiar with their host country agreement (often referred to as the accord de siège), which is a special type of treaty concluded between an international organization and a State that hosts it on its territory. It specifies the basic conditions under which UNHCR, in accordance with its mandate, cooperates with the government, opens or maintains an office or offices, and carries out its international protection and assistance functions on behalf of refugees and other persons of concern, in the host country.

          UNHCR’s status, privileges and immunities are well established under international law. However, it is greatly beneficial to have an agreement directly with the government concerned that is translated into the local language and that facilitates easy communication with the national authorities.. 

          Organizing high-level visits 
In high-profile operations, personalities and high-level officials, including from key donor governments, may frequently visit refugee camps, helping to raise awareness and financial support for the operation. However, such visits can also attract a lot of media attention, with journalists looking to cover a story from good but also bad angles. A protocol ‘faux-pas' can be picked up and circulated on social media, affecting the image of the operation and organization and potentially embarrassing the host country. Careful planning of high-level visits, paying attention to protocol, will help them succeed. 
 
Keep the following points in mind when organizing a visit:   

          
            	One person must be appointed focal point for the visit, having overall responsibility for planning, logistics and protocol, and coordination with all staff and external persons who have a role. 

            	Promptly inform the receiving country, by means of a note verbale. The note should set out arrival and departure information, and the visit's main purpose. The relevant Permanent Mission in Geneva should be informed of missions by the High Commissioner, by a note verbale or direct contact by the Executive Office. For more information on visits by the High Commissioner, see the UNHCR intranet.

            	From the outset, establish the main objectives and desired outcomes of the mission; design the agenda around these. 

            	The agenda, including the schedule of meetings, the key issues that are likely to be raised, and arrangements for field visits, should be discussed with the appropriate government counterpart. A detailed scenario for every step of the visit should be prepared and shared with security as well as the office of the person visiting the operation. At each stage of planning, it is helpful to prepare a checklist of what needs to be done. 

            	Allocate sufficient time between appointments for travel. 

            	A briefing package should be prepared for the visitor. It could include: biographies and photos of the officials with whom meetings are planned; talking points; background notes; maps; key operational statistics; a staff list; tips on local customs and greetings; and security contacts and instructions. A local telephone or radio may also be provided if necessary. 

            	Depending on the nature of the visit, but particularly if it takes place at the government’s invitation, the visitor may be met at the airport by a senior official and a representative of the State’s protocol office. In such cases, the government may arrange a formal arrival ceremony; the arrangements should be checked by UNHCR ahead of time so that there are no surprises. 

            	The UNHCR Representative, Chief of Mission or Officer-in-Charge should also be at the airport, accompanied by the focal point for the visit, and communications and security officers, as necessary. Sufficient staff should also be on hand to escort the visitor and his or her entourage. 

            	Arrangements should be made to take photographs and video footage during the visit, for communication purposes. 

            	If UNHCR is responsible for the visit, book rooms in an appropriate hotel and check them before arrival. 

            	Attention should be given to arranging for interpretation, both during formal meetings and field visits (as necessary). It is always better to use a qualified staff member or an interpreter known to the office. 

            	Standard elements for a visit often include meetings with: key members of the diplomatic corps, the United Nations Resident/Humanitarian Coordinator, the UN country team and other partners, the head of a peacekeeping mission, and UNHCR staff. A security briefing may also be arranged as appropriate. 

            	With respect to field visits, always prepare a contingency plan in case security or logistical problems occur. It may be appropriate to invite government or key partners to participate in field visits.
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          Respecting precedence during official functions 
One of the most important elements of protocol is order of precedence. At the United Nations, government representatives are generally ranked as follows: 

          
            	Heads of State. 

            	Heads of Government. 

            	Ministers for Foreign Affairs. 

            	Other ministers (according to local protocol). 

          

          Within the diplomatic corps, the hierarchy is generally: 

          
            	Ambassador (High Commissioner in Commonwealth missions), Permanent Representative (accredited to an international body and normally, but not always, holds the rank of Ambassador), or Chargé(e) d’affaires (a deputy temporarily acting for an absent head of mission). 

            	Minister. 

            	Minister-Counsellor. 

            	Counsellor. 

            	First Secretary. 

            	Second Secretary. 

            	Third Secretary. 

            	Attaché. 

            	Assistant Attaché.

          

          The order of precedence of ambassadors is determined by the order in which they presented their credentials to the receiving State. In some countries, the longest-serving ambassador is given the title ‘dean’ or ‘doyen’ of the diplomatic corps. This person is often accorded the first position in order of precedence. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs in each country maintains a ranking of ambassadors. Respecting this order allows all parties to feel that they are being treated fairly. 
 
The task of establishing precedence for a meeting is more complex when mixed groups of participants are involved (for example, government officials, visiting dignitaries, UN representatives and non-governmental organizations). When organizing an event, UN officials should normally give precedence to government representatives. However, the nature of an event will often dictate precedence, regardless of rank. For instance, at the inauguration of a new project, the head of an NGO that makes a special contribution to that project may be seated more favourably than strict protocol rules would permit. Flexibility and common sense should be used. 
 
With respect to UNHCR’s hierarchy, it is important to note that the Representative accredited to the country takes precedence over the Regional Representative and the Bureau Director. More information on leadership and accountability in UNHCR operations and emergencies may be found in Chapter 2 of the UNHCR Manual, and in the UNHCR Policy on Emergency Preparedness and Response (UNHCR/HCP/2023/01). 
 
The UNHCR Handbook on Diplomatic Protocol provides further guidance on seating arrangements for formal meetings.

          
            
                
        

            

            
              
            

            
              United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees Filippo Grandi meets Ethiopian Deputy Prime Minister Demeke Mekonnen Hassen during the Global Refugee Forum, which was held in December 2019 at the Palais des Nations in Geneva. © UNHCR/Andrew McConnell

            

          

           

          
            Maintaining formality in oral and written communications 
          

          While forms of address vary greatly from culture to culture, some general rules should be kept in mind. When greeting government representatives and other senior officials, formality should be respected. You should address them by their last names or honorifics until invited to do otherwise. Even when invited to call a senior ranking official by his or her first name, use formal titles on more formal, public occasions. This necessary respect is expressed most visibly through spoken courtesies. For example, ambassadors may be addressed as Excellency or Mr. or Madam Ambassador.

          Throughout the world, greeting customs vary (handshakes, salutatory gestures, kisses, bowing, even eye contact). In some countries, gender norms and customs must be respected. It is important to be aware of what is considered locally to be appropriate and to abide by such practices at formal and public events.

          Written communications 

          There are three basic types of written communication: formal letters, non-formal letters and notes verbales. When responding to written communications, the style used will usually be determined by the style of the incoming correspondence. A letter should be answered by a letter, a note verbale by a note verbale.

          All official correspondence must use the logo that contains both the United Nations and the UNHCR ‘hands' symbol, and the name of the Office in English and French (UNHCR’s two official languages). For more detailed instructions, refer to the UNHCR Brand Book.

          Detailed information, including advice on language and style as well as samples, may be found in the UNHCR Headquarters Correspondence Guide and in the United Nations Editorial Manual. The following are basic guidelines.

          
            Formal letters
          

          Use formal letters for communications to government representatives at the rank of minister or ambassador or above.

          The proper salutation for a formal letter is ‘Sir’ or ‘Madam’ followed by a comma. The complimentary close of a formal letter is: ‘Please accept, Sir/Madam, the assurances of my highest consideration’. This sentence should be a separate paragraph.

          The honorific ‘His/Her Excellency’ is normally reserved for Heads of State and Heads of Government, Ministers for Foreign Affairs and ambassadors. Other titles may be in accordance with local protocol. When ‘The Honourable’ or ‘The Right Honourable’ is used, Mr. or Ms. is omitted.

          
            Non-formal letters
          

          Use non-formal letters for day-to-day correspondence addressed to: government representatives below the rank of minister or ambassador; United Nations officials and representatives of international and non-governmental organizations; and private-sector donors, academics, etc.

          The appropriate salutation in non-formal letters is: ‘Dear Mr.’ or ‘Dear Ms.’. The complimentary close to a non-formal letter is: ‘Yours sincerely,’. Do not use familiar forms of address (such as ‘Dear Bill') in any official correspondence, even when the sender and the addressee are personally acquainted.

          
            Notes verbales
          

          A note verbale is a diplomatic form of communication written in the third person. Its use is strictly confined to correspondence with governments.

          Typical uses of notes verbales include: sharing information; signalling the absence of a Representative and indicating who is in charge; announcing the visit of a high-level official, such as the High Commissioner; requesting a visa; lodging a formal protest against a planned deportation or case of refoulement, etc.

          From Headquarters, notes verbales are sent in the name of the Office of the High Commissioner and must be cleared by the Secretariat. In the field, they may be sent in the name of a country or regional office.

          In the field, the opening of a note verbale could begin: ‘The Representation of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees in Hungary presents its compliments to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and has the honour to inform the latter that…’.

          The closing sentence reads: ‘The Representation of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees in Hungary avails itself of this opportunity to renew to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs the assurances of its highest consideration’.

          
            Following other relevant guidelines
          

          
            Country names
          

          Knowing how to use country names properly is an important element of protocol. In most documents, the short form of a country name may be used (for example, Albania rather than the Republic of Albania). The formal name may be used in notes verbales or in formal contexts (such as a formal invitation or letter of appreciation) to convey politeness.

          However, some governments require use of the long formal name at all times (for example, the ‘Islamic Republic of Iran’ rather than ‘Iran’ and the ‘Republic of Moldova’ rather than ‘Moldova’), even when a short form is commonly used orally. It is also important to respect alphabetical order when listing country names, recognizing that some countries are listed alphabetically by their formal rather than short name. (For example, the United Republic of Tanzania is listed under ‘U’.) This rule also applies to seating arrangements. UNHCR Style Companion provides a list of countries in correct alphabetical order and highlights those countries that always require their formal name to be used. Please cross-check the Style Companion with the United Nations Terminology Database for any updates.

          
            Flag rules
          

          UNHCR offices fly the United Nations flag (not the UNHCR ‘two hands’ flag). Please consult the United Nations Flag Code, which was issued under the cover of the Secretary-General’s bulletin ST/SGB/2020/4.
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          The most important elements of the flag code are:

          The flag of the United Nations shall not be subordinated to any other flag. When it is displayed with one or more flags, they must all be displayed on the same level and should be of approximately equal size. On no account may another flag be displayed on a higher level, or be larger than, the United Nations flag.

          The flag shall be flown from all buildings, offices and other properties occupied by the United Nations and its specialized agencies.

          The manner and circumstances of display shall conform, insofar as appropriate, to the laws and customs applicable to the display of the national flag of the country in which the display is made.

          The United Nations flag should be displayed on all national and official holidays, such as on United Nations Day (24 October) and on the occasion of any official event which is related in some way to the United Nations (for example, World Humanitarian Day on 19 August).

          The United Nations Secretary-General will decide in which cases the flag shall be flown at half-mast as a sign of mourning. (Normally, this is announced on the United Nations website.) On the death of a Head of State or Head of Government of a United Nations Member State, the United Nations flag will be flown at half-mast as a sign of mourning at the United Nations Headquarters, at the United Nations Office at Geneva, and at United Nations offices located in that Member State. Following the death of a national figure, United Nations offices may use their discretion, taking into account local practice, in consultation with the protocol office of the ministry for foreign affairs and/or the dean of the locally accredited diplomatic corps.

          Most countries have their own flag laws. It is important to check these rules and to request permission to use a State flag in a ceremony or proceeding.

        

      

      
        Step-by-step guide to protocol in practice

        
          
            Become familiar with local customs and etiquette, including greetings, gestures and salutations, and be knowledgeable of UNHCR’s mandate to successfully engage with interlocutors with confidence, credibility and respect

          

          
            Familiarize yourself with the host country agreement to better understand the basic conditions under which UNHCR cooperates with the government, opens or maintains an office or offices, and carries out its work in the host country

          

          
            Carefully plan high-level visits, paying attention to protocol, to help them succeed

          

          
            Respect order of precedence during official functions, including when a wide range of interlocutors are involved, to help create space to deliver on UNHCR’s mandate responsibilities

          

          
            Maintain formality in oral and written communications, and follow other relevant guidelines, such as the proper use of country names and flag rules, which are important elements of protocol

          

        

      

      
        Annexes

        
          
            
              
                UN Flag code, 2020
                
                  

                

              

            

          

        

      

      
        Links

        
          United Nations Editorial Manual
          United Nations Terminology Database (including country names)
          United Nations Protocol and Liaison Service
          United Nations Treaty Collection 
          United Nations Official Document System
        

      

      
        Main contacts

        
          The UNHCR Senior English Editor and Protocol Officer in the Governance Service, Mercedes Jakupi (jakupi@unhcr.org), is the main writer and editor of content relating to diplomatic protocol, and she maintains the institutional knowledge for protocol matters within the Secretariat.

        

      

    

  
    The Use of Military and Civil Defence Assets (MCDA)

    
      29 April 2025

      
        Key points

        
          	
      Internationally accepted, UN system-wide policies and guidelines exist, as well as a dedicated UNHCR CM-Coord Focal Point, to support UNHCR emergency operations in making decisions on the use of Military and Civil Defence Assets (MCDA)




          	
      The use of MCDA in the humanitarian context can only be considered as a means of last resort




          	
      In this context, last resort means an urgent need for live-saving intervention that cannot be met with regular/non-MCDA options to support the delivery of humanitarian aid




          	
      The deployment of MCDA must always be complementary to civilian (humanitarian) capacities, specific, and limited in time and scope, to avoid dependence




          	
      The request for deployment of MCDA must be routed through the RC/HC and supported by HCT member organizations because it will affect all humanitarian actors




          	
      The decision to use MCDA carries the risk of negative impact on the perception of neutrality, impartiality and operational independence of humanitarian actors if not managed carefully

          	
      Give particular attention to issues related with arrangements for the use of military and/or armed escorts and provision of security (static or patrol) by military and/or armed actors. This is still use of MCDA

        

      

      
        Overview

        
          Military and Civil Defence Assets (MCDA), as defined in the 1994 “Oslo Guidelines”, “comprises relief personnel, equipment, supplies and services provided by foreign military and civil defence organizations for international humanitarian assistance. Furthermore, civil defence* organization means any organization that, under the control of a Government, performs the functions enumerated in Article 61, paragraph (1), of Additional Protocol I to the Geneva Conventions of 1949”. When these assets are under UN control they are referred to as UN MCDA.

          In the past, there has been a distinction between the military and the non-military domains in complex emergencies. In recent history, however, military forces have become increasingly involved in operations other than war, including provision of relief and services to the local population. At the same time, due to the changing nature of modern complex emergencies, the humanitarian community has faced increased operational challenges as well as greater risks and threats for their workers in the field, which at times have compelled some of them to seek the support or protection by military forces on a case-by-case basis. Thus, practical realities on the ground have gradually necessitated various forms of civil-military coordination for humanitarian operations.

        

      

      
        Relevance for emergency operations

        
          Complex emergencies generally involve high levels of insecurity, damage to critical infrastructure, absence of basic services, and a high level of humanitarian needs. As in any emergency operating environment there are multiple actors who may be asked to assist or offer their support, military forces and other armed actors may be the only option in providing support in conflict or natural disaster areas where traditional civilian providers, such as government authorities and humanitarian actors, may be unable to operate.

          It is important to note that if both humanitarian and military are operating to provide the same assistance and it is not properly managed can erode humanitarian space and compromise principled humanitarian action. This can result in humanitarians, including UNHCR becoming direct targets of the belligerents and being denied access to the affected population and it could also affect other humanitarian operations and result in the affected population becoming direct targets of the belligerents.

          Factors such as perception, security for both humanitarian workers and persons we care for, in addition to immediate lifesaving support must be carefully considered before engaging in the military or using military and civil defence assets. Ultimately, decisionmakers must weigh the risk to humanitarians and their ability to operate effectively at the moment and in the future, against the immediacy of the needs of the affected population and the need to use MCDA.

        

      

      
        Main guidance

        
          
            
              Underlying policies, principles and/or standards to guide decision-making
            
          

          The international community through the Consultative Group on the Use of Military and Civil Defence Assets (MCDA) and IASC have agreed on the following key guiding documents for interaction between the humanitarian and military communities:

          
            	 “Oslo Guidelines: Guidelines on The Use of Foreign Military and Civil Defence Assets In Disaster Relief, November 2007”:  for use of MCDA in providing support to humanitarian response where natural, technological or environmental emergencies occur in times of peace.

            	“Guidelines On The Use of Military and Civil Defence Assets To Support United Nations Humanitarian Activities in Complex Emergencies, March 2003”: for the use of MCDA in armed conflict contexts or complex emergencies.

            	“IASC Non-Binding Guidelines on the Use of Armed Escorts for Humanitarian Convoys, February 2013”: applicable in disasters and complex emergencies respectively, to assist humanitarian actors in fully considering the implications of using armed escorts to facilitate humanitarian operations, providing a framework for determining if and when to use armed escorts and, how to do so effectively.

            	“IASC Guiding & Operating Principles on Civil-Military Relationship & Use of Military Assets, June 2004”: reference paper to highlight nature and character of civil-military relations in complex emergencies, principles and concepts that must be upheld for humanitarians dealing with military actors, and practical considerations.

          

          It is important to understand how and when these guidelines should be applied and how they are to be implemented before seeking support and or engaging with military actors to ensure delivery of humanitarian assistance in an emergency or disaster setting.

          
            
              Considerations regarding the use of military or civil defence assets
            
          

          
            	Review policies, principles and or standards related to the context (either disaster or complex emergency setting)

            	Consideration should be made in accordance with the principles of humanity, neutrality and impartiality per UN General Assembly Resolution 46/182. As such, the military and civil defence assets of belligerent forces or of units that find themselves actively engaged in combat shall not be used to support humanitarian activities.

            	Requests for military assets must be made by the Humanitarian/Resident Coordinator in consultation with the Humanitarian Country Team (HCT) and with the consent of the host government, not political authorities, and based solely on humanitarian criteria.

            	Use of MCDA by humanitarian agencies should be as a last resort, i.e. only in the absence of any other available civilian alternative to support urgent humanitarian needs in the time required.

            	A humanitarian operation using military assets must retain its civilian nature and character. While military assets will remain under military control, the operation as a whole, must remain under the overall authority and control of the responsible humanitarian organization with the overall control and authority of the Humanitarian Coordinator.

            	Humanitarian work should be performed by humanitarian organizations. Insofar as military organizations have a role to play in supporting humanitarian work, it should, to the extent possible, not encompass direct assistance, in order to retain a clear distinction between the normal functions and roles of humanitarian and military stakeholders.

            	Any use of MCDA should be, at its onset, clearly limited in time and scale and present an exit strategy element that defines clearly how the function it undertakes could, in the future, be undertaken by civilian personnel.

            	Countries providing military personnel to support humanitarian operations should ensure that they respect the UN Codes of Conduct and the humanitarian principles.

            	The role of humanitarian civil-military coordination (UN-CMCoord) rests with OCHA which ensures the appropriate and effective use of Military and Civil Defence Assets (MCDA) in disaster relief and humanitarian assistance operations. To do so, it must establish UN-CMCoord mechanisms to facilitate interaction and cooperation at the field level, whilst upholding humanitarian principles and protecting humanitarian space in support of the Humanitarian Coordinator (HC) in coordination with the UNCT.

          

          MCDA may be requested through OCHA Civil-Military Coordination (CMCS) by a United Nations agency, including UNHCR or the government of an affected country, usually through the Resident/Humanitarian Coordinator, when all other sources have proved to be insufficient, exhausted, or unavailable. In locations where OCHA is not present, UNHCR offices are requested to contact the UNHCR CM-Coord Focal Point/s in the Field Security Service.

          If UN member states are offering MCDA assistance, this must be carefully thought through in consultation with the Resident/ Humanitarian Coordinator, as - while consequences in the short time may be positive – the impact and perception of working alongside military actors could have long term damaging effects, especially in complex emergencies in which actors may be a party to the conflict.

          It is equally important to understand the concept of Last Resort, which has been defined by the consultative group on MCDA. Foreign military and civil defence assets should be requested only where there is no comparable civilian alternative and only the use of military or civil defence assets can meet a critical humanitarian need. The military or civil defence assets must therefore be unique in capability and availability. Military and civil defence assets should be seen as tools complementing existing relief mechanisms; it should be provided at the request or with the consent of the affected state and, in principle, on the basis of an appeal for international assistance.

          The question whether to use MCDA must consider if the request is for direct or indirect humanitarian services that may be provided by the military, which have different levels of risks associated regarding the perception of humanitarian neutrality, impartiality and humanity:

          
            	Direct assistance is the direct face-to-face distribution of goods and services to affected persons and is prominently visible and thus directly associated with delivering humanitarian aid, carrying high reputational risk for humanitarian actors.

            	Indirect assistance is at least one step removed from the population and therefore less visible but can still be associated with the humanitarian effort (e.g. transportation of relief goods or personnel in military vehicles) which needs to be managed carefully.

            	Infrastructure Support through MCDA can facilitate relief efforts in a way that is hardly visible or associated with humanitarian action because others (for example the host population) benefit as well, e.g. road repair, airspace management, water treatment.

          

          Many emergencies may already have military deployed and the humanitarian community may be seen to be working alongside military forces particularly in a UN peacekeeping operation. In locations where the military may be deployed already, the Humanitarian Coordinator must clearly define country operational guidelines for Civil Military Coordination. These will be developed in consultation with the UNCT/HCT. Where possible the establishment of a CMCoord Cell can resolve and defuse questions where the military indeed may already be present and supporting the population.

          Foreign MCDA assistance should be provided at no cost to the affected state or receiving agency unless otherwise agreed between concerned States or regulated by international agreements. In principle, the costs involved in using MCDA on disaster relief missions abroad should be covered by funds other than those available for international humanitarian or development activities.

          Key questions to help guide the decision to use MCDA in general:

          
            	Are the countries/entities offering MCDA also parties to the conflict?

            	Based on the need, is a military or civil defence unit capable of the task?

            	How long will the MCDA be needed?

            	Can MCDA be deployed without weapons or additional security forces?

            	How will this association impact the security of UN personnel and other humanitarian workers?

            	How will this impact the perceptions of UN neutrality and/or impartiality?

            	What control and coordination arrangements are necessary?

            	How and when will transition back to civilian responsibility be achieved?

            	What are the consequences for the persons we care for, other humanitarian actors, and humanitarian operations in the mid to long term?

          

          
            
              Considerations regarding the use of armed escorts in support of humanitarian convoys.
            
          

          The 2013 IASC Non-Binding Guidelines on the Use of Armed Escorts for Humanitarian Convoys are intended to assist on when and how to use military or other forms of armed escorts to accompany humanitarian convoys using security risk management procedures within the UN and non-UN organisations. They take into consideration the increase of actors present in humanitarian operating environments, and the increasing complexities of undertaking principled humanitarian action. The use of armed escorts should be discussed by the UN Security Management Team and UNCT/HCT and again look at both the short term and longer term implications of using armed escorts.

          These guidelines on the "Use of Armed Escorts for Humanitarian Convoys" are solely with respect to humanitarian convoys and are not intended to determine the requirements for security at camps, settlements or for protection of civilians.

          In respect of use of Armed Escorts, the following must be considered, and a security risk management process should be conducted to determine this:

          
            	Is the programme critical?

            	Will the escort provide appropriate security or perhaps compromise the security of humanitarians?

            	Is it sustainable?

            	Are there alternatives to the use of armed escorts?

          

          UN humanitarian agencies must avoid becoming dependent on military resources. Decision-makers must weigh the risk to humanitarian workers and their ability to operate effectively at the moment and in the future, against the immediacy of the needs of the affected population when considering the use of military and civil defence assets.

        

      

      
        Use of MCDAs

        
          
            Understand the operating environment:  natural disaster in peacetime, insecure environment, and/or complex emergency setting?

          

          
            Complete the Programme Criticality review and note PC1 level activities.

          

          
            Understand the concept of Last Resort regarding use of MCDA and analyse whether the given situation merits the definition.

          

          
            Define the specific aim, scope and time frame of MCDA deployment and whether MCDA assistance is direct or indirect.

          

          
            Review which MCDA are offered, what is their unique advantage and the risk involved.

          

          
            Assess how the neutrality, impartiality and independence of humanitarian aid can be preserved when cooperating with entities that provide MCDA.

          

          
            Consult all agencies in the operation/area due to the reputational risk to all humanitarian actors.

          

          
            If UNCT and/or HCT agree on the use of MCDA in a particular situation, route the request through the RC/HC.

          

          
            Involve CIMIC structures for communication and coordination with the MCDA-providing entity, ensuring commitment to UN values and humanitarian principles.

          

          
            Complete a review and lessons learned report after MCDA use and share with HCT and UNHCR FSS CM Coord Focal Point/s.

          

        

      

      
        Links

        
          OCHA CMCoord
        

      

      
        Main contacts

        
          Senior Field Security Officer, UNHCR Field Security Service (FSS, DESS)
or contact the OCHA CMCoord Officer in-country

        

      

    

  
    Working with the host government

    
      17 April 2025

      
        Key points

        
          	
      Familiarize yourself with the political dynamics, capacities and institutional arrangements of the host government as relevant to the emergency response

          	
      Understand other UN agencies' engagement with the government and identify synergies and complementarities

          	
      Always work with local government authorities (governors, municipalities) in operational areas and maintain an up-to-date contact list of key government counterparts

          	
      In refugee situations, the UNHCR Representative or most senior UNHCR official in the country keeps a direct communication line with high-level government authorities to advocate for refugee protection and solutions as per UNHCR mandate

        

      

      
        Overview

        
          States are responsible for the safety and security of forcibly displaced and stateless people on their territory. This responsibility includes providing protection and assistance and treat them according to internationally recognized standards. UNHCR’s mandated role is to support host governments in their response, including through international cooperation efforts. This entry outlines basic principles and practical advice for working with host governments in both refugee and IDP responses.

        

      

      
        Main guidance

        
          
            State Responsibility
          

          While the responsibility for refugee protection lies with the central government, regional and local authorities play an essential role, international cooperation in support of States receiving refugees is at the heart of the 1951 Convention on the Status of Refugees and for UNHCR to play a supportive role. This was reaffirmed by the Global Compact on Refugees in 2018. This role includes engaging development actors in support of host governments from the onset of an emergency response to ensure the socioeconomic inclusion of forcibly displaced, and link up the response with State coordination mechanisms to avoid creating parallel systems. UNHCR and partners will work with national and local authorities to bolster their operational capacity.  

          UNHCR's relationship with the host government

Refugees

Given the particular character of refugees as people seeking protection outside their country of origin, the 1950 Statute confers legal authority to the High Commissioner to intercede on behalf of refugees, as illustrated by the supervisory responsibilities.

The High Commissioner’s refugee mandate applies to asylum-seekers and refugees in both emergency and non-emergency situations, in mixed movements, camps and urban settings.

The High Commissioner and his Office (UNHCR) are authorized to declare which individuals or groups may be of concern to the Office under its core mandate. Their concern may relate to a specific individual or a wider group. Exercising the mandate in this way informs other actors of the High Commissioner’s international protection interest in and responsibility for forcibly displaced and stateless people.

Stateless persons

The High Commissioner for Refugees has responsibilities for refugees who are stateless, pursuant to the 1951 Convention. Moreover, in accordance with GA resolutions 3274 XXIX and 31/36, and pursuant to Articles 11 and 20 of the 1961 Convention on the Reduction of Statelessness, it is to UNHCR that persons claiming the benefits of the 1961 Convention apply, both to examine their claims and assist them to present claims to the appropriate authorities.
 

          Internally displaced persons (IDPs)

The High Commissioner does not have a general or exclusive mandate to intercede on behalf of internally displaced persons, however, it has been authorized by the UN General Assembly to become involved operationally under certain circumstances for the purpose of enhancing protection and providing humanitarian assistance to internally displaced persons through special operations.

          Certain requirements must be met before the High Commissioner may act in favour of internally displaced persons. The Secretary-General or a competent principal organ of the UN must issue a specific request or authorization; the State or other entities concerned must consent; there must be assurances that UNHCR will obtain access to the internally displaced persons in question; adequate resources and the Office's particular expertise and experience must be available; action should complement the action of other agencies; and adequate staff safety should be assured.

The scope of UNHR’s operational engagement in situations of internal displacement will normally be aligned with our global cluster leadership and coordination responsibilities related to protection, and co-coordination of shelter and camp coordination and camp management. Please see the Handbook entries on the IASC cluster approach for more information as well as the 2019 Policy on UNHCR’s Engagement in Situations of Internal Displacement.

          When a major new crisis occurs, UNHCR operations should be conscious that government arrangements to respond to refugee or IDP needs may change. Emergency response operations are delivered by a number of government departments, such as those responsible for public works (water, sanitation), education, health, and home affairs (safety and security), which often also oversees local government institutions. Many Governments may have emergency-specific institutions, such as Civil Defence and DRM.

In terms of the practical management of government relations, UNHCR emergency managers should keep an up-to-date contact list and regularly engage with their key government counterparts. These can make a big difference when quick or urgent operational and protection decisions or interventions need to be made.

Refugee emergencies

Emergency preparedness

UNHCR offices, or visiting missions if there is no presence, support host governments in preparing for emergencies. Assistance covers all aspects of preparedness, from identifying and monitoring emergency risks and scenarios to advanced preparedness actions related to contingency planning. UNHCR offices should be aware of government contingency plans and national response capacities. For more information on preparedness, please consult the chapter on Emergency Preparedness.

During refugee emergencies
When a refugee emergency occurs or is imminent, UNHCR should initiate high-level consultations with the host government on the points listed below. With respect to inter-agency coordination arrangements, the Refugee Coordination Model (RCM) applies, by which UNHCR (co-)leads the refugee emergency response with and in support of the host government.

Main points to consider in deliberations with the government:

          
            	Highlight the groups of people who, in UNHCR's view, are or may be in need of international protection and assistance by UNHCR.

            	Seek to ensure that newly arriving asylum-seekers and refugees have access to the territory, to asylum and asylum procedures.

            	Seek to ensure that new arrivals are granted appropriate status and enjoy corresponding rights.

            	Given that the government is responsible for ensuring the civilian character of asylum, clarify security arrangements as well as related procedures for separating civilians from combatants and former combatants, as required.

            	Enquiring about existing government-based operational interventions and coordination mechanisms, if any.

            	Establish who will be the most senior government counterpart in charge of the emergency situation, as well as primary working-level counterparts.

            	Open consultations on the response strategy and how (as appropriate) UNHCR can enhance the host government's emergency response capacity.

            	Propose joint development of a contingency plan or lead a refugee response plan (RRP), as applicable.

            	Offer assistance with coordination of the emergency response, given the possible involvement of UN and NGO partners.

          

          UNHCR assists the government in coordinating, delivering the response and addressing protection issues. Typically, this involves coordination arrangements, partnership with various government departments in service delivery, and regular dialogue at all levels on refugee protection issues.

At the request of government, UNHCR may complement national capacities to deliver essential services to newly arriving refugees in an emergency situation. It is of critical importance that an emergency response operation supported by UN and NGO actors does not displace or operate in parallel to government services: existing national capacity should always be the starting point when planning emergency response services.

IDP emergencies

When an IDP emergency occurs or is imminent, the UN Resident Coordinator (RC) or Humanitarian Coordinator (HC) initiates consultations with the host government on UN engagement. In terms of inter-agency coordination, the cluster approach applies to IDP emergencies and the overall response is (co)-led by the RC or HC. Please read the entry on the IASC Cluster approach for important information on UNHCR’s role in IDP responses.

UNHCR's role and engagement with host governments focuses on the three global clusters for which it has lead or co-lead responsibility. UNHCR leads the Global Protection Cluster (GPC) and co-leads the Global Cluster for Shelter and the Global Cluster for Camp Coordination and Camp Management (CCCM). UNHCR does not normally support the entire response. Its role and interventions reflect the plan and approach adopted by the UN Country Team (UNCT) or Humanitarian Country Team (HCT).

UNHCR presence /offices

All staff should be familiar with their host country agreement (often referred to as the Accord de Siège), which specifies the basic conditions under which UNHCR, in accordance with its mandate, cooperates with the government, opens or maintains an office or offices, and carries out its international protection and assistance functions on behalf of refugees and other persons of concern, in the host country. In countries that have not agreed an Accord de Siège, the UNHCR country office or the emergency team should strive to formalize exchanges with the government and define the initial scope and modalities of cooperation. This needs to be done in consultation with the relevant regional bureaux and divisions at UNHCR headquarters.

          Country partners

          National government authorities

National authorities lead and manage the overall emergency response in a country. It is vital that UNHCR plans and coordinates with national authorities and engages them in protection and operational issues.

National authorities include government leaders; the principal focal points or task forces on refugee and IDP issues; relevant line ministries, such as those responsible for foreign affairs, justice, immigration, social welfare, civil registration, etc.; and relevant security forces, enforcement agencies and the military. Policies and guidance issued by national authorities, including the executive and line ministries, may have a major impact on the approach that local authorities take in specific operational areas.

Local government

Local government may include governors, mayors, municipalities, local councils, police, security forces, and branches of line ministries. The influence and role of local government authorities should not be underestimated. They are usually responsible for all local public services, land and settlement issues, and security and law and order. Municipal authorities are often at the forefront of emergency response and are often pragmatic, hands-on actors.

          In both out-of-camp and camp operations, the success of a response will depend significantly on the degree to which persons of concern have access to public services. UNHCR may put in place capacity-building initiatives or community support projects to facilitate service delivery and ensure the good will of local populations.

Judicial authorities

Judicial authorities are institutions of the State but are normally independent of the government in terms of their functions. They may operate at national, regional or local level, and include courts of appeal as well as first instance. UNHCR's engagement with the judicial system may take several forms. It may intervene formally as a party in legal proceedings, may offer informal support or input to courts or other judicial bodies, and may support lawyers or applicants associated with an action or who seek redress, for example, after removal or to prevent refoulement.

Independent bodies

Independent bodies may include commissions (such as national human rights commissions), ombuds offices and other independent institutions that may be established or appointed by the government or parliament to investigate and address complaints of maladministration or violations of rights. They can be useful allies for advocacy, including when UNHCR needs to juggle advocacy with supporting government co-leadership, for instance in Protection Clusters. Where appropriate, UNHCR approaches such bodies for support or intervention, for example to prevent refoulement.

          
            UNHCR's role and accountabilities
          

          
            	UNHCR engages with the host government at all levels on emergency preparedness and response.

            	On issues of operational delivery and to channel international humanitarian assistance, UNHCR works in support of government authorities in line with protection principles and the humanitarian imperative.

            	When appropriate, feasible and in agreement with authorities, UNHCR may engage in emergency service provision for refugees and IDPs, and in capacity-building initiatives that strengthen the ability of host government systems and services to cope with an emergency situation.

          

        

      

      
        Post emergency phase

        
          The humanitarian-development-peace (HDP) nexus approach encourages joined-up complementary efforts across stakeholders to reduce people’s humanitarian needs, risks and vulnerabilities. It does not imply that humanitarian, development, peace and other actors should merge their activities or integrate roles, but it calls for programmes or activities to be layered in all contexts, in line with the respective mandates of each actor.

          Responses to both IDP and refugee situations should contribute to operationalizing the HDP nexus by coordinating and combining mutually reinforcing humanitarian, development and peace efforts that work towards solutions for people in need and host communities, in line with the OECD’s DAC recommendation on the HDP nexus. This means that, after the live-saving emergency phase, response partners need to embed longer-term objectives in national or local development plans, UNSDCF or other frameworks of relevance, as part of the Agenda 2030 commitment of leaving no one behind and as part of UNHCR’s responsibility to find durable solutions for refugees. It is useful, as soon as feasible in an emergency, to map policies and programmes from relevant line ministries to identify the best approaches to achieve inclusion of forcibly displaced and stateless persons in national plans and services.

        

      

      
        Links

        
          UNHCR, Global Compact on Refugees. 2018
          IASC Cluster approach
          OECD’s DAC recommendation on the HDP nexus
        

      

      
        Main contacts

        
          Contact UNHCR's Division for Emergency, Security and Supply (DESS): hqemhand@unhcr.org.

          Partnership and Coordination Section: hqng00@unhcr.org
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As water began to fill the boat, Thamer and Thayer, two
brothers from Syria, sat and prayed to be rescued. If help
did not come soon, they knew they would be swallowed
into the depths of the Mediterranean Sea.

The one-way voyage had cost them US$ 2,000 each. Over 200 others had paid the same and
squeezed on board. Nobody guaranteed they would make it to Europe alive.

Now, off the coast of Italy’s Lampedusa island, the journey turned into a nightmare - the second
of two shipwrecks last October in which hundreds of people drowned within sight of the shore.

Back in Syria, before the violence and bloodshed, the brothers lived in a small, tight-knit
community they describe as “serene.” Life was simple, and the streets were safe and clean. Then
war broke out, uprooting innocent civilians from their homes.
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“Based on context, this structure can be expanded or streamiined to effectively address the needs of refugees.
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An example of a possible minimum CCCM cluster coordination structure for a system-wide L3 emergency
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Lead and coordinate all stages
of a refugee response, from
preparedness to solutions, in
support of host governments
and in accordance with nation-
ally owned plans, in cooperation
with inter-agency partners and
the RC/HC, where present.
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Lead advocacy on International
refugee protection matters.

Widen the support base for
refugees and host countries in
line with the GCR and UN
reforms.

o

Encourage co-coordination of
sectors by partners, particularly
ocal partners, that have the
necessary capacity, expertise,
and experience.

Ensure refugees (and other
affected communities) are
meaningfully participating at all
stages of the response.

o

Ensure cross-cutting priorities
and principled response.
approaches: Accountability to
Affected People, protection
from sexual exploitation and
abuse, localization, and more.

o

Plan and implement Refugee
Response Plans (RRPS) with
partners.

o

Contribute to mobilizing funds
for the overall refugee
response.

=)

Regularly brief the Resident
Coordinator/Humanitarian
Coordinator, UN Country Team /
Humanitarian Country Team,
donors and other refugee.
response plan stakeholders on
progress and challenges.
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Response to the emergency starts immediately and does not wait for Protocol activation and, likewise, the
response does not end with the Protocol expiration but rather continues as the context requires.
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