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Executive summary: 

 

The NGO Coordination Committee in Iraq was established in Baghdad upon the initiative of a number 

of NGOs operating in the country that felt the need of creating a neutral space of discussion and 

dialogue amongst humanitarian agencies. Following the withdrawal of the UN from Iraq, NCCI 

increased its capacity and activities in order to facilitate coordination between NGOs and act as a 

conduit for the flow of information between NGOs, UN agencies, donors, the Coalition Provisional 

Authority (CPA), Iraqi Authorities and emerging Iraqi NGOs.  

 

NCCI established an interesting precedent that may be useful to other INGO coordination initiatives in 

the field.  

 

The following paper is intended to present a general overview of how NCCI was set up, what it did and 

how it did it as well as the constraints it faced, in order to dissect a series of issues that could be 

relevant to future similar initiatives and to coordination bodies in general. 

 

The paper advocates the usefulness of NGO coordination mechanisms in the field, as complementary to 

other coordination set-ups in a given country by the UN and/or national authorities. It also suggests that 

the focus of these groups should be on accountability and growing attention to the qualitative aspects of 

coordination; a series of ideas are given on how this could be achieved. Most importantly, it maintains 

that the experience of previous similar initiatives should/could serve as the main point of reference and 

that wider NGO Coordination bodies have a role to play in analyzing and formalizing this information 

for potential support and guidance to further initiatives.   

 

Main Conclusions: 

 

- While NGO field coordination bodies do not meet holistically the whole range of coordination 

needs in the field, their activities can assist and be complementary to wider coordination 

efforts at two levels: 

o Operationally, they can encourage NGO-specific accountability and efficiency 

through exchange of information about their activities, as well as provide information 

services to assist decision-making.    

o At a policy level, they can provide a space for debate and for reconciliation of 

different views and approaches as well as create a neutral and independent forum for 

the discussion and elaboration of these policy and advocacy initiatives 

- Highly politicized humanitarian environments suggest that NGO- specific coordination bodies 

may be not only desirable but also a developing need and trend.  

- The NGO sector, however, is large and unhomogeneous. NGO-specific coordination activities 

will need to overcome considerable obstacles to achieve the above-mentioned results 

- Information on experiences and lessons learned from previous practices could be of assistance 

to new initiatives and need to be made easily available as reference tools for newly established 

coordination bodies 

- Coordination currently lacks sufficient emphasis on accountability and quality enhancement. 

While initiatives such as the Sphere Project, demonstrate a willingness to achieve both, the 

translation of these in the implementation of activities and the role of coordination 

mechanisms can play in their promotion remains unclear.  

 

Recommendations: 

 

- NGO field coordination mechanisms need to be encouraged and supported by all relevant 

parties.  

- Established NGO coordination bodies such as ICVA, INTERACTION and SCHR could play 

an important role in gathering information on NGO field coordination mechanisms, 

identifying a series of lessons learned from previous experiences, and be a point of reference 

and support for future initiatives in the field. 

- Operational standards, such as the Sphere Project, codes of conduct, etc… have been 

developed and achieved a respectable degree of acceptance and abidance by the INGO 
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community.  However, a translation of the same efforts towards every factor that is contextual 

to the actual operation, but determining anyway, should be seriously considered (ie. Codes of 

conduct, relations with the military, authorities combatants, religious leaders, etc..)  

- Coordination needs to develop the mechanisms through which it will be actually able to 

reflect whether these standards are met or not.  

- To do so, field coordination mechanisms need to take a more proactive role in creating not 

only forums of discussion but providing a common language, with a focus on “managing 

diversity”, around which these can develop and bring fruitful results.  Activities such as 

trainings, workshops, building reference documentation centers, etc… would be a good start. 
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PART I 
 

 

Introduction: 

 

Much has been said about the problems and constraints of NGO coordination, and a lot has been said 

about notable precedents of coordination mechanisms set as well. Yet, most of the easily accessible 

literature, mainly, that available in the internet, runs through these experiences in a very general 

manner and very few exceptions actually concentrate on an analysis of lessons learned that could prove 

useful to similar future initiatives.    

 

NGO field coordination mechanisms exist today in a number of countries and with a variety of 

objectives, structures and capacity. Considering the notable shift of donor activity towards 

humanitarian aid, the increase in foreign interventions under the “auspices” of humanitarianism, and 

the impact the dynamic of increased politicization of aid has on traditional structures such as UN, a 

further need for an NGO “space” in the form of field coordination structures, that address the particular 

constraints and issues affecting them in one country, can be expected.  

 

An interesting precedent of INGO collaboration was set up in Iraq, from which all players/partners 

involved in humanitarian assistance may benefit if the experience and lessons learned as to what went 

right and wrong, as well as how it was established was reflected upon, formalized and made easily 

available and accessible to all interested parties.  

 

The objective of this paper is, thus, to attempt to make this reflection upon the specific experience of 

NCCI, and to hopefully set a precedent of a reference document for future NGO coordination 

mechanisms to be established in the field.   

 

 

Background Considerations 

 

 

Why develop NGO Field Coordination Mechanisms? 

 

Coordination affects all spheres of interpretation of what it is to “improve the situation of vulnerable 

populations” and therefore affects all measures put in place to achieve that goal. For the purpose of this 

paper, coordination activities have been categorized into two levels that while sharing that same 

objective, and often being complementary, nevertheless entail different courses of action and processes 

and therefore different types of engagement. These two levels have been defined as: operational and 

policy levels. 

 

At the operational level, coordination attempts to give a framework to the definition of what are 

“needs”, how should they be identified and, in particular, how, under which conditions and upon which 

criteria should the response be defined. 

 

At a policy level, coordination attempts to bring all players involved to identify the problematic and 

define roles and responsibilities for addressing the root causes of the problem with the hope of bringing 

about the results of the above premise 

 

Coordination is meant to bring different actors (with their mandates, policies and principles) to find, at 

both levels, a framework that coherently associates them, their objectives and activities to the particular 

context at hand. 

 

Operational coordination is often left to take place in the field, whereas fora for policy discussions 

often take place at HQ level in western capitals. This is simplistic but somewhat true. While 

organizations in the field often revindicate that policy discussions need to take place at that level (to an 

extent they do) and then be advocated at a higher level, the fact remains that the management of 

information discussed at a policy level is often not necessarily based on an operational presence, nor 

operational activities reflect policy considerations, regardless of whether coordination and discussions 

take place in the “field” or elsewhere.  
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Thus whether it is intra-agency, inter-agency, field, regional, or HQ based, coordination is not easy at 

any level. To date, wide interagency coordination (including donors) has been left in the hands of the 

UN, who since the early 1990s was tasked with the coordination of international humanitarian 

responses through a succession of various bodies that have led to today’s Office for the Coordination of 

Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA). 

 

OCHA is very much the reference point for any coordination activity-taking place in the field. They 

have the mandate, the recognition and legitimacy as well as access to levels of governmental structures 

to which individual NGOs may not have. They have the know-how, the resources (although financial 

commitment from donors is often considered insufficient), the tools and the wider humanitarian 

community as audience.  

 

Within the different coordination structures established either by OCHA, donors or the authorities in 

each country, however, there is often the question of how NGOs fit into these models of organization. 

Some would advocate that to work within these structures NGOs must first be able to better coordinate 

among themselves1. Yet, the need, relevance and legitimacy of NGO field coordination bodies is often 

questioned as a result of OCHA’s presence  

 

Thus, I would like to dedicate a section to argue how NGO coordination bodies may be, first 

complementary to OCHA’s efforts, rather than redundant, and second, increasingly relevant in the 

politically charged contexts that host our current humanitarian emergencies. 

 

At an operational level, OCHA has proved to be considerably willing to engage the NGO community 

in the exchange of information regarding needs, resources available and activities. Operational 

information is made easily and readily accessible to the general NGO community (as well as other 

players), inter-agency assessments, sectoral technical discussions, contingency planning activities, 

etc… all usually take place between UN agencies and NGOs under the auspices of OCHA.  Yet, the 

difference between UN agencies and NGOs status, modus operandi, resources, capacity (impact) and 

focus, also mean differences in operational considerations that need discussion be it at a technical, 

administrative or logistic level.  Moreover, OCHA meetings in settings where large numbers of NGOs 

participate tend to limit the extent of discussion. Coordination meetings often turn into “briefing 

sessions” rather than information-exchange mechanisms, thus, decreasing their informative value, 

losing the actual engagement of attendants and subsequently defying its whole purpose. 

 

At a policy level, two issues can be raised:  

1. While communication and open discussion with NGOs is essential, it seems hardly the job of 

OCHA to coordinate and translate the views and policies of hundreds of NGOs vis-à-vis a 

particular issue. Or rather, from an NGO perspective, it would seem more effective for NGOs 

to coordinate amongst themselves, and while very seldom being able to adopt, express and 

represent one common position, at least identify a series of predominant positions to be 

communicated to other players, including or with the assistance of OCHA.  

 

2. Contexts such as Afghanistan, Iraq, Liberia, as examples where the UN has adopted the so 

called “integrated approach”, have raised concerns amongst the NGO community which 

perceive these missions as a threat to the humanitarian community’s real or perceived integrity 

and credibility as neutral and independent agencies.  These concerns and the impact they have 

on coordination have been expressed as follows:   

a. The definition of roles of actors or (offices) involved is not clearly made, which 

results in an interaction amongst them that is sometimes considered as breaching the 

purely neutral and independent character of humanitarian action. And/or 

b. The dual or multiple roles given to the UN in armed conflict situations and its 

reconciliation of these roles, leaves the organization in a particularly vulnerable 

situation in terms of its real and perceived independence and neutrality2. 

c. The integration of OCHA into UN missions such as UNAMA, UNAMI and UNMIL 

is perceived as having an impact in the tools and mechanisms used for coordination, 

                                                 
1 Coordination in Kosovo: The Challenge for the NGO Sector Nick Scott-Flynn (Regional Director ICVA, Sarajevo, BiH) 

 
2 Operational Interaction Between UN Humanitarian Agencies and Belligerent Forces:  Towards a Code of Conduct.  Greg 

Hansen. Humanitarian Exchange n. 26. March 2004. ODI 
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in terms of it being reflective of the different considerations an integrated approach 

entails, but at the expense of purely humanitarian and operational considerations. 

d. Integrated missions have also been perceived as focusing coordination on 

developmental-type of activities rather than on coordinating humanitarian actions 

within the same country. 

 

In contexts where missions include a military component, such as peacekeeping forces, as in Liberia, 

NGOs have already voiced concern that the integrated approach to coordination means that 

humanitarian agencies will be coordinated by the “military arm of the UN”. Whether this is so, or 

simply the result of misunderstanding, still reflects a serious lack of clarity that will only undermine 

necessary coordination efforts amongst all players. 

 

Thus, another premise put forward in this paper is that NGO field coordination mechanisms are 

beneficial: 

1. At the operational level by: 

a. Addressing specific NGO operational considerations and responding to NGO specific 

information requirements, and 

b. Encouraging NGO-specific accountability and efficiency by avoiding duplication and 

enhancing performance  

 

2. At the policy level by: 

a. Providing an actual space where differences in views and approaches can be 

discussed and, if not reconciled, at least synthesized in various comprehensive stands 

to be put forward, and  

b.  Increased independence in the elaboration of policies and greater strength in 

subsequent advocacy initiatives with policy makers. 

 

While NGO coordination mechanisms have an added value in their own right, these would first and 

foremost be beneficial to the NGO community present in the field.  It is clear that NGO coordination 

bodies cannot meet all coordination needs and obtain the strategic results in coordination and advocacy 

that OCHA achieves by gathering UN agencies, donors and national authorities.  However, considering 

that the NGO sector includes hundreds of organizations (each with different values, views and 

policies), that their proliferation and presence is on the rise, particularly in high-profile crises, and that 

one quarter of donor money is channeled through them3, it seems reasonable that NGO coordination 

mechanisms would be able to assist/complement those structures by: 

- facilitating synthesized and representative approaches of the NGO community, rather than 

multiple views expressed by a large number of individual agencies.  

- Promoting the specific accountability of and within the NGO sector. 

 

A closer look to the objectives and expected results of NGO field coordination, as well as the most 

outstanding constraints usually faced, will better reflect the interest of having NGO field coordination 

mechanisms put in place as complementary to OCHA’s presence to coordinate the different efforts 

taking place in the field towards a humanitarian response. An example of this might be the Monitoring 

and Steering Group (MSG) in Liberia, a consortium of 35 INGOs that plays an important coordination 

role.. 

 

 

 

Objectives and expected results of NGO field coordination: 

 

 Objectives: 

Coordination translates into many things, but it is, above all, a search for coherence and accountability. 

Accountability is understood as having 4 main components: 

- Agreement of clear roles and responsibilities 

- The implementation of relevant actions with an effective and efficient allocation of the 

resources that are made increasingly available to humanitarian contexts.  

- Reporting on and accounting for these actions 

                                                 
3 Financing International Humanitarian Action:  A review of key trends. Margie Buchanan-Smith. HPG Briefing n. 4. November 

2002. ODI 
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- Complying with agreed standards of performance and responding to the needs and views of 

stakeholders4 

 

Humanitarian organizations have a tendency to adopt the attitude that an “emergency” justifies 

everything, that interventions need to be “flexible” and that that flexibility should infuse all technical, 

procedural, financial and administrative aspects of the intervention. However, warning lights in regards 

to the economic impact of aid in humanitarian crisis have been expressed amongst practitioners5. 

Methodologies, such as “Do No Harm” analysis of project implementation and internationally 

recognized principles and standards, such as the Sphere project, suggest that even “emergency” 

situations require a well-studied, contextualized and coherent intervention. Minimum professional 

standards are not only a guide, but also a measurement of the efficacy and worthiness of the 

intervention itself. 

 

 

Specific objective: 

But how does this search for accountability translate into the specific objectives of coordination?   

 

A. At the operational level a further dichotomy can be made: 

1. Quantitative level:  

At this level, coordination seeks to obtain and gather all the relevant information necessary throughout 

programme planning and the project cycle:  

a. Determining the population at risk, quantifying the needs, quantifying the resources 

that are actually available, measuring the gap and contrasting that with 

b. The number of “humanitarian” players, their actual resources and the extent to which 

they actually fill the gap. 

 

Thus, the focus at this level is to collect relevant information in terms of activities and capacities in 

order to maximize the resources made available by reducing the duplication of programmes and 

guaranteeing that the allocation of available resources is done according to identified needs.    

 

2. Qualitative level: 

At this level, coordination focuses on how the above is done: 

a. Coordination seeks, on one hand to encourage informed-decision- making by 

harnessing the quantitative data of all partners involved. 

b. Coordination attempts to improve the quality of information provided and to 

harmonize humanitarian strategies amongst actors involved in terms of needs 

assessment and monitoring methodologies and criteria; and 

c. To measure humanitarian interventions actually taking place against a series of 

internationally-accepted standards of humanitarian assistance and to encourage 

qualitative interventions. 

 

The focus at this level thus being to respond to needs not only in terms of immediate quantified needs, 

but also in a fashion that is pertinent to the general context, general standards available as well as codes 

of conduct that are intended to guide actions within the framework of humanitarian principles. 

 

B. At the policy level: 

Coordination is mostly qualitative and attempts to: 

d. Understand the root causes of the problematic and understand the means through 

which those can be addressed. 

e. Define an advocacy strategy that will specifically outline the issues at stake, and the 

proposed solutions for a better translation of all applicable international laws and 

conventions to the context in hand. 

f. Define and promote common underlying principles of intervention that can range 

from issues regarding policy vis-à-vis relations with all actors involved, access, 

                                                 
4 Adapted from International Humanitarian Action and the Accountability of official donors. Margie Buchanan-Smith. HPG 

Briefing n. 6. December 2002. ODI 
5 Robin Davies: "The Economic Dynamics of Large-scale Humanitarian Assistance", Refugee Survey Quarterly, Vol 22, Number 

4, 2003, printed by Oxford University Press.  
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security management, and cross-cutting issues such as gender, protection and other 

considerations.  

 

The focus being to achieve a certain degree of coherency between operational activities that are usually 

short-term alleviations of the symptoms of a problem, and the complementary pursuit of longer-termed, 

sustainable strategies. 

  

Results:  

The concrete results of the above objectives would thus be: 

 

Operational: 

- Humanitarian mapping: coordination should produce quantifiable and verifiable need-related 

information accessible to the wider humanitarian community as well as information regarding 

the number of players and resources involved 

- Resource allocation: coordination should reflect where money is going, which technical 

sectors, geographical areas, or target groups, etc… are being more prioritized at the expense of 

others. 

- Program information exchange: so that activities taking place are reinforced by others rather 

than duplicated or undermined.   

- Joint planning and implementation: in situations when access is difficult, security 

considerations are a particular challenge, coordination assists different agencies to carry out 

joint interventions in a particular area. Otherwise, complementarity of technical expertise 

amongst organizations should also be facilitated by coordination.  

- Standardization of guidelines and procedures: coordination should facilitate the exchange of 

information regarding data collection methodologies, criteria as well as minimum standards of 

response 

 

Policy: 

- Advocacy:  coordination also results in agencies finding a forum of discussion where they can 

gain a collective voice to participate in wider policy debates and aid planning processes. 

- Exchange of information: coordination creates a forum for general information exchange for 

the benefit of the whole humanitarian community with issues ranging from: political 

developments, security and access information, national laws and regulations, to expertise 

available, market prices etc… Sharing this information is not only beneficial in terms of 

reducing the total information costs of operations, but also increases the knowledge of the 

wider humanitarian community and encourages learning about different approaches, 

evaluations and experiences.  

 

As a response to these undeniably attractive results, there is a general consensus on the usefulness and 

benefits of coordination. Yet, at another, very practical level, coordination is widely seen by people in 

the field as time consuming, non cost-effective and a waste of time. De facto, coordination activities 

have often fallen short of reaching the objectives and results described above, and yet, persistent efforts 

continue to be made to strengthen cooperation amongst agencies. 

 

What makes coordination popular at times, and for some, and not considered worthwhile, at other 

times, for others? 

 

An analysis of the particular successes, shortcomings, advantages and constraints of NCCI may shed 

some light as to the different factors affecting the realization or failure of adequate NGO coordination 

in the field.  
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PART II 
 

THE NGO COORDINATION COMMITTEE IN IRAQ (NCCI) 

 

 

1. Background: Coordination set up in Iraq: 

 

Contingency planning efforts for preparing a response to the humanitarian crisis in Iraq started in 

January-February 2003 in Amman, Kuwait, Syria and Iran and were led by OCHA in the different 

locations.  

 

Parallel to this large contingency coordination effort, two of the main NGO Coordination bodies 

(Interaction and ICVA) took the initiative of setting up a mechanism for NGO field coordination: 

 

Interaction supported the set up of an NGO coordination body called JENEPI (The Joint Emergency 

Preparedness Initiative), which had considerable means at its disposition to encourage INGO’s 

participation: they set up an office with working facilities for INGOs, printed relevant maps, offered 

security advisory services and overall, attempted to create a forum for sharing and discussion amongst 

the INGO community present in Amman and preparing to enter Iraq once the security situation 

permitted.  

 

ICVA decided to second a person to OCHA that would act as an NGO liaison. This person was 

selected and funded by ICVA members, but was integrated to OCHA’s office in Baghdad once it was 

established.  

 

Considering the large number of NGOs (nearing 100) prepared to enter Iraq once the military 

intervention was over, the initiative to establish an NGO coordination initiative was extremely relevant.  

 

JENEPI was a brilliant idea and it is a shame that it did not gain a sufficient audience and acceptance 

amongst the wider NGO community due to its sources of funding (US) and its real or perceived 

association with the Coalition Forces.  

 

The ICVA NGO liaison officer seconded to OCHA also faced considerable problems in gaining a 

certain degree of acceptance by the NGO community in the field.  The benefits of this resource were 

initially not so apparent, although she later played an important role in assisting NCCI in developing a 

funding proposal and obtaining funding from OCHA.  

 

By the time both initiatives became operational in Baghdad, the Coalition Provisional Authorities 

(CPA) had also established a series of CIMIC briefing sessions across the different governorates that 

were largely attended by the humanitarian community as a potential source of information. The value 

of these briefings was relative in terms of information provision and did not encourage actual 

exchange. 

 

The NGO Coordination Committee in Iraq (NCCI) was established within this context through the 

initiative of a number of NGOs that felt the need for an independent forum where operational and 

policy discussions could take place.  

 

Blurred roles, lack of independence and lack of access due to security considerations are all 

increasingly familiar problems being faced in the field. The legitimacy, presence and continuity of all 

agencies were crucially linked to these factors. 

 

 

2. The creation of NCCI: 

 

NCCI started as a series of ad hoc NGO-specific meetings, mainly general and health-related. They 

served as a forum for discussion to NGOs already present and as a point of reference to incoming 

NGOs.  A variety of working groups on different sectors quickly followed the establishment of the 

health group and the spontaneous willingness to coordinate soon became formalized by the 

development of a charter and a code of conduct as a basis for membership. 
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With no other resources than membership fees, chairmanship of the different working groups was 

voluntary and rotational. However, the need to have more resources allocated to this activity rapidly 

became apparent. Thus, ECHO was approached for financing the position of an Executive Coordinator 

and a limited number of support staff. The Executive Coordinator was shortly voted in as an NCCI full-

time staff by the members, from a series of candidatures put forward by some NGOs, and a small 

NCCI office with an assistant and a database manager was opened. 

 

With the arrival of the UN and OCHA to Baghdad, NCCI’s coordination activities were revised.  Thus, 

in sectors such as watsan and child protection, the lead was given to UNICEF and NCCI did not 

organize parallel coordination meetings. In sectors with wide NGO presence such as the health sector, 

NCCI maintained its leadership, independently of other UN-led coordination meetings. General 

meetings for NGOs were also being organized independently of OCHA’s general meetings and the 

invitation of third parties was left at the discretion of NCCI members and was decided on an ad hoc 

basis. 

 

During this period, NCCI gained the interest of an increased number of NGOs active in Baghdad, and 

benefited from the support of the two initial NGO coordination initiatives:  JENEPI phased out and 

donated all its equipment and resources to NCCI. The ICVA/OCHA liaison officer, assisted NCCI in 

drafting a funding proposal submitted to OCHA and intended to cover NCCI’s running costs. 

  

The attack against the UN compound in Baghdad, made organizations look towards coordination 

structures as a source of information and guidance: decisions were being made as to whether NGOs 

should leave the country or not, and information regarding security and what other agencies were 

doing, was requested prior to making those decisions. 

 

Many NGOs left but most returned to Baghdad a couple of weeks after. However, security 

considerations could no longer be ignored. 

 

Following the departure of the UN, NCCI was the only point of reference left in Baghdad for 

information and coordination.  Thus, ECHO was approached, once again, for expanding the NCCI 

office with more staff and resources and for the creation of an NCCI security office (NCCISO). 

 

Six months after its inception, NCCI had increased its membership base from 15 NGOs to 

approximately 60, and its staff base from: 1 expatriate to 10 and 5 national staff to 50. Gradually, NCCI 

offices were opened outside of Baghdad in the south and north of the country, as well as in Amman to 

liaise with the rest of the humanitarian and donor community.  

 

Considerations: 

- The fact that some of the NGOs setting up NCCI had been present in the country prior to the 

war was of great importance in terms of their knowledgeable contribution as to how the 

country’s social system operated, its weakness prior to the war and the areas that would need 

prioritizing.  

- Moreover, the fact that NCCI started its coordination activities at a considerably early stage, 

meant that the organization served as a point of reference for newly arriving NGOs that 

would further engage in the coordination process 

- NCCI started its coordination activities before OCHA, and remained in the country after 

OCHA’s departure.  The NGO community could consider this a reason for its subsequent 

legitimacy and acceptance.  However, it should be noted that NCCI was greatly supported by 

OCHA during the period that OCHA was in the country as a legitimate point of reference and 

representative of the NGO community.  

 

3. Governance: 

 

The members 

Membership to NCCI was opened to international and national NGOs working in Iraq and that could 

provide a certificate of registration as an NGO or association 

Becoming a member required from the interested party, accepting and complying with the NCCI 

charter and the code of conduct (including the Code of Conduct for the International Red Cross and 

Red Crescent Movement and NGOs in Disaster Relief) 
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A membership fee was requested for 2 months in advance. The fee was first determined according to 

the NGO’s annual budget, but was later changed into a flat rate of 50USD a month for all NGOs 

(except national ones who were asked to pay a symbolic fee) 

 

Member’s obligations were determined as follows: 

- Comply with each and every principle stated in the NCCI Charter; 

- Actively participate in relevant coordination meetings and other fora such as the General 

Assembly meetings, the sectoral meetings and ad hoc working groups; 

- Provide regular updated information on their projects and activities as requested by the 

Executive Board; 

 

The observers 

For NGOs willing to participate in coordination activities, but not willing to become members, the 

option of becoming an observer was given.  

Observers needed to be either an NGO, or an international organization legally registered in their 

country of origin or in Iraq. Observers were allowed to participate in general, sectoral and ad hoc 

meetings, unless otherwise decided by the Members or Executive Board. They could have access to the 

facilities and information provided by NCCI, unless specified otherwise by the Executive board. 

Observers did not have the right to vote. 

 

De facto, all NGOs listed in NCCI’s contact information were treated as observers, regardless of their 

level of participation and feedback.  Observers, a priori, did not have any obligations towards NCCI but 

had the right to benefit from most of the services and information provided by the body. This was a 

contentious issue that needed to be revised.  

 

Considerations: 

The fact that information was shared equally between members and observers (and even without 

distinction of the “active” observers vs. the “passive” ones), led to discussions as to whether the 

possibility of having 3 groups would be beneficial.  By doing so, the rights and obligations of both 

members, and active observers could be defined adequately and passive NGOs would be forced to 

make the choice between active participation for the benefit of information or no information at all. 

However, a questionnaire sent to the wider membership suggesting this division did not reflect support 

on the basis that excluding even passive observers could prove counterproductive to the overall 

coordination effort 

 

Executive Coordinator 

The role of the Executive Coordinator was to facilitate and support the work of the NCCI and its 

components. The Executive Coordinator was appointed by the General Assembly according to an 

agreed selection process facilitated by the Executive Board. The position is a full time paid position 

subject to funding. 

 

Considerations: 

There was a lot of discussion regarding the role of the Executive Coordinator vs the role of an 

Executive Manager. On one hand, the Executive Coordinator was the manager of NCCI’s office and at 

the same time the “representative” of the NGO consortium. The extent to which the Executive 

Coordinator was free to take action and responsibility in both roles was often ambiguous. Some NGOs 

favoured increased independence in his managerial role, whereas others requested increased 

transparency in his decision-making.   

 

Most of the internal and general decisions made by the Executive Coordinator were thus consulted 

with the Executive Board first which could have led to a lesser responsiveness capacity, if the 

Executive Board had not been as committed and reactive as it was. 

 

Executive Board. 

The Executive Board was composed of 4 member NGOs, elected by the General Assembly. They 

would be voted for terms of twelve weeks, renewable only once.   

 

Ideally, the purpose of the Executive Board was to formally represent the NCCI in external fora, 

formalize issues of concern expressed by the General Assembly and working groups and issue 

documents to address relevant counterparts and stakeholders. 
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The Executive Board was mandated by the General Assembly to address the issues and matters raised 

during General Assembly meetings and inform the General Assembly of progress on these issues as 

well as propose courses of action. General representation of the NCCI could be undertaken by 

members of the Executive Board or their nominated and mandated representatives (e.g. focal points), 

although decisions on behalf of the NCCI should be taken by the Executive Board in consultation with, 

or by the General Assembly. 

 

De facto, the Executive Board was the point of reference for any decisions taken by the NCCI office or 

staff. The NCCI Executive Coordinator would be either mandated by the Executive Board (on behalf of 

the General Assembly) or would seek the support of the Executive Board whenever decisions, acts of 

representations, coordination with third parties as well as the preparation of NGO general coordination 

meetings had to take place.  Meetings between NCCI staff and the executive board took place once a 

week. Minutes were taken by NCCI staff and the results of all meetings could be made available to any 

interested member NGO. 

 

 

Considerations: 

- The term of the Executive Board was too short 

- The Executive Board was not representative of other geographical areas 

- The commitment and obligations of the Executive Board were not well defined 

 

Thus, one of the recommendations made by the external evaluation conducted on NCCI was: 

“To enlarge the Executive Board from 4 members to 8 and their term extended to one year, elected at 

an annual General Assembly for the membership. The purpose of this expansion being: 

- to lighten the workload of the EC and field coordinator as well as individual board members 

- to give the NCCI office greater latitude to conduct day-to-day business without first consulting 

the general membership on routine management issues 

- to promote a more representative board 

- to ensure continued participation in policy decisions by the membership, while protecting 

NCCI from the pitfalls of consensus decision-making 

 

Moreover, a further recommendation was made to have a more representative board by increasing a 

cross-section participation: i.e. non-western organizations, large vs small NGOs, NGOs based in 

different geographical areas, etc…6 

 

 

The General Assembly 

The General Assembly comprised the body of all NCCI members.  It was the primary decision maker: 

It voted on decisions, elected the Executive Board, approved the creation of working groups and 

endorsed the candidature of the Executive Coordinator. 

 

The General Assembly maintained the power of withdrawing NCCI membership according to criteria 

reflected in the charter and code of conduct. It met on a weekly basis although extraordinary sessions 

could be called under special circumstances. A quorum of 25% of the members was required for votes 

to be valid. Decisions were taken by the 2/3 majority of the votes. Written public releases signed by 

NCCI had to be endorsed by all members (both those present or absent from meetings) or otherwise be 

signed by individual members only. 

 

4. The Structure of NCCI: 

NCCI started off with a small office staffed with one expatriate executive coordinator, a national 

assistant, a database manager and a secretary.  Over the months, and particularly following the 

withdrawal of the UN after the tragic events of August 19th, NCCI pursued the possibility of extending 

its capacity to better address the coordination gap.  It did so by establishing the following: 

 

- Central office: Baghdad:  

 

1. Coordination office 

                                                 
6 Evaluation of the Iraq NGO Coordination and Security Office.  Greg Hansen. June 2004 
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o Executive Coordinator – responsible for managing the office and staff 

o Field Coordinator – responsible for following up with the field offices 

o Assistant EC (national)- responsible for following up all the sectoral, general and ad 

hoc meetings and keeping records 

o Database manager (national) – responsible for creating general and sectoral 

databases, up-dating the information and generating reports 

 

2. Security office: 

o Security advisor:  responsible for collecting, analyzing and disseminating security-

related information 

o Field security advisor: responsible for following up security-related issues with the 

field offices 

o 2 security assistants (nationals):  responsible of gathering information from local 

news, maintaining a security database and producing reports 

o Database manager (national) 

 

- Field Offices in Basrah and Erbil: 

o Field Officer: responsible for establishing and supporting coordination activities, 

collecting information, and reporting back to Baghdad. 

o Field Security Officer: same but for security activities 

o Assistant: responsible for following up all the sectoral, general and ad hoc meetings 

and keeping records 

 

- Field Office in Amman: 

o Field Officer: responsible following up coordination activities in Amman, liaising 

with UN agencies, ICRC and donors  

o Assistant 

 

Dynamics: 

 

NCCI was designed to be a support or facilitator to the coordination initiatives of NGOs, rather than a 

leading agency. It was certainly mandated to promote coordination activities by raising issues of 

concern or interest to the NGO community, but would never impose them.  NCCI would respond to the 

demand of NGOs to set up sectoral working groups or ad hoc meetings as determined by the needs of 

the NGOs. Thus, while General Assembly meetings would be chaired by the NCCI Executive 

Coordinator, all other sectoral meetings were chaired by NGOs identified and voted in as sectoral focal 

points or geographical focal points.   

 

NCCI’s role would be to facilitate these meetings by providing space and materials, as needed, and by 

keeping records of all discussions taking place to then be able to keep them for further reference and/or 

disseminate them. The ownership of the process, was kept in the hands of the NGOs. 

 

NCCI Working Groups and Focal Points: 

The cornerstone of NCCI’s structure was the existence of the sectoral focal points and geographical 

focal points.  In both cases, focal points were volunteer NGOs that would nominate themselves as 

candidates for the role and that would be voted in by NGO members of the sectoral working group or 

by member NGOs present in the particular geographical area.  Sectoral working groups were 

established for: health, watsan, education, IDP/vulnerables and National NGOs. Geographical focal 

points were identified in Basrah, Erbil and Amman, where NCCI subsequently opened its sub-offices. 

 

The focal point structure was felt to be of considerable importance given that NCCI was not an 

operational body and did not have the particular sectoral or geographical expertise, nor the exposure to 

particular issues affecting either the sectors and/or the geographical area. The drafting of meeting 

agendas, the structure of the sectoral databases created, the drafting of policy papers, etc… was done 

by the sectoral and/or geographical focal points and disseminated, gathered and up-dated by NCCI 

staff. 

 

Ideally, each sector would have a main sectoral focal point based in Baghdad that would 1) act as the 

chair for coordination activities for NGOs based in the capital but 2) agree to maintain communication 

with sectoral focal points identified in other governorates, that would in turn have the same role for 
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their geographical area but report back to Baghdad. This set up was dependent on the level of the 

sectoral activity per governorate. In some governorates, there was simply not a sufficient concentration 

of NGOs per sector to develop that mechanism, but for others it worked.  

 

Geographical focal points, on the other hand, were intended to be a volunteer NGO in a particular 

governorate that would agree to take the lead in the organization of general NGO coordination 

meetings, and that would serve as a point of reference for any general information required in regards 

to that particular area (if a new NGO is arriving, or for confirmation over some allegations of events 

that would have an impact on the humanitarian situation, up-dates on security, etc….) 

This role was less popular amongst the NGOs in the different geographical areas, and only 2 agreed to 

volunteer for this role: one in Erbil (as northern focal point) and one in Basrah (as southern focal 

point).  Another geographical focal point was appointed in Amman where a number of NGOs 

maintained a back-up office for operations in Iraq.  

 

Terms of reference were prepared for all NCCI focal points, and were both a reference to the focal 

points as well as a document to be presented to the relevant authorities with which the focal point 

would have to deal with.  

 

Considerations: 

The work of the NCCI office developed as above through a considerable trial-and-error process. 

Initially, field offices were to be run by the NGOs identified as geographical focal points to whom 

NCCI would second an assistant in order to keep minutes of meetings and report back to the Baghdad 

as well as disseminate locally the information received from the central office. That didn’t work.  It was 

an excessive burden for the geographical focal point in terms of resources and time. Thus, 2 field 

offices staffed with NCCI expatriate personnel were opened.  The role of geographical focal points was 

maintained, again, for issues regarding legitimacy through operationality and NGO ownership.  

However, their substantial contribution decreased with time and NCCI staff took over the organization 

of general meetings and attendance to other coordination activities organized by other players (local 

authorities, coalition forces, etc) 

 

The balance between the extent to which NCCI staff would take over increased responsibilities or 

remain as a support to NGO initiative was always a difficult one.  Having to reconcile the passiveness 

of NGOs, at times, and yet their reluctance of NCCI becoming too proactive at other times was subject 

to extensive discussions.  The right balance could only be found through a constant engagement and 

request for feedback from NGOs as to their agreement for each of NCCI’s actions. 

 

  

5. NCCI Objectives and expected results: 

 

The NCCI’s Charter reflected four key objectives. 

- Objective One: To act as a national NGO forum for coordination and information exchange 

among the NGO community on general and sectoral issues and activities.  

- Objective Two: To gauge the humanitarian environment and ensure that humanitarian needs 

in Iraq were well understood and at the forefront of the agenda for policy and decision makers 

in Iraq. 

- Objective Three: To provide services and support for NGOs in Iraq 

- Objective Four: To support and enhance the capacity of national Iraqi NGOs 

 

Later, these were developed as follows to better reflect the incorporation of a security component to the 

expected objectives of NCCI: 

 

- To strengthen the role of NGOs as humanitarian/development actors in Iraq by increasing the 

quality and quantity of information available to and about NGOs, regarding their activities or 

relevant issues pertaining their presence and work in the country, through the expansion of 

NCCI’s capacity and out-reach capabilities nation-wide. 

- To assist NGOs in developing their security management capacity and access to information 

necessary for them to better manage the security of their staff and assets by establishing a 

limited number of essential security-coordination needs of the NGO community nationwide.  

 

These objectives where translated into the following expected results: 
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Coordination 

Result 1: General and operational information sharing nation-wide and with Amman: NCCI was 

intended to act as a national NGO forum for coordination and information exchange among the NGO 

community on general and sectoral issues and activities.  

 

Result 2: NGO General Liaison: NCCI was intended to serve first and foremost as a means to 

establish links between NGOs based in Baghdad with those present in other governorates and in 

Amman, but also, to liaise with third parties such as the UN, CPA and Iraqi Authorities and NGO 

coordination bodies for the purpose of information sharing and advocacy.  

 

Result 3: Obtaining increased information of humanitarian/development needs on the ground: 

NCCI was to serve as a clearinghouse for the compilation, analysis and information of monitoring 

information collected by NGOs regarding the general humanitarian/development situation and needs on 

the ground. 

 

Result 4:  Strengthening NCCI’s support to National NGOs: Iraqi NGOs would have a specific 

interlocutor at NCCI to address their information requirements as well as to collect and disseminate 

information on their activities.  

 

Security: 

Result 5: Establishment of NCCI Security Office (NCCISO): NCCI was to create a clearinghouse 

for security related information including NGO-generated incidents report and a forum for security 

discussions. The role of NCCI was purely to gather information in order to offer advice and 

recommended guidelines for NGOs operating in the country regarding security measures and 

precautions. 

 

Result 6: NGO Security Liaison: NCCISO was equally intended to serve as the primary link between 

the NGO community and UNSECOORD, the CPA and Iraqi Authorities for the purpose of information 

gathering, sharing and advocacy for NGO security issues.  NCCISO had to establish itself as the hub 

for collecting all security-related information obtained by NCCI regional offices as well as sharing 

back the compiled materials to these locations.  

 

Result 7: NGO Security Training: CCISO was to identify the NGO security training needs most 

appropriate for joint training sessions and subsequently organize relevant training. 

 

 

6. Activities: 

 

For Result 1: General and operational information sharing nationwide and in Amman: 

Information sharing was mainly done through the following activities.  

 

A1. Meetings: 

 

General meetings: 

General meetings were organized on a weekly or fortnightly basis in all locations where NCCI had a 

presence.  All NGOs were invited to attend these meetings where general issues affecting NGOs 

presence and operations in the country were discussed (new legislation, policy matters, etc).  General 

meetings were also the forums where any NCCI-related decision needed to be voted and agreed upon 

by members. General meetings were chaired by the NCCI executive coordinator in Baghdad, and by 

the NGO that volunteered to act as geographical focal point in other locations.  

 

Sectoral meetings 

NGO Sectoral meetings were also organized regularly in all locations where NCCI was present and 

were chaired by the sectoral focal points in these locations. In the cases were there was no identified 

focal point, the NCCI Executive Coordinator would fill the gap temporarily.  
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Sectoral meetings were established upon the request of NGOs and according to their needs.  Thus, 

different areas could have different sectoral meetings according to the concentration of NGO activities 

in a particular sector. 

 

In Baghdad sectoral meetings were often divided into: general and technical meetings: 

General meetings served as a forum for exchanging general information as to up-dates on a particular 

sector, needs, and exchange of contractors or prices in the market as well as raising any policy issues to 

be brought to the attention of the Executive Board.  

 

Technical meetings concentrated on elaborating a series of recommendations to standards provided by 

the relevant ministry or UN agency in a particular sector.   

 

Thus, focal points were the technical links of NCCI within each sector and would represent NCCI on 

specific technical issues when required by the Executive Board.  Focal points would communicate with 

their sector’s focal points in other governorates, as well as with the relevant Ministry and UN agency.   

 

Considerations: 

Sectoral groups were normally chaired by volunteers from the NCCI membership and facilitated by 

NCCI staff. This structure was beneficial for the following reasons: 

- focal points need to be technical-based: in other words, a person and an NGO engaged in the 

sector’s activities, operational and aware of the problems and limitations faced in the field 

was necessary 

- NCCI needed technical experts for the different sectors if volunteers didn’t take over, which 

would have meant quite an investment in terms of resources 

- This structure gave a sense of ownership to the NGOs.  They were leading the groups. 

 

However, the limitations of this was that: 

- The efforts and work invested would depend on the time and effort invested by the volunteer 

NGO, which often had to work considerable extra hours to be able to fulfill this role  

- They represented the cornerstone of advocacy activities carried out for the sector, but there 

were questions raised as to whether and how they should represent the NGOs in that sector.  

- Geographical limitations:  coordination amongst the different sectoral focal points in various 

geographical areas was problematic due to travel restrictions and limited means of 

communication.  

 

 Ad hoc meetings on relevant topics 

A series of ad hoc meetings would be organized whenever needed either to discuss urgent matters or to 

provide a specific forum where interested NGOs could meet to share ideas upon a specific topic.   

These related mostly to policy discussions and to the few occasions where member NGOs agreed to let 

NCCI play an active role in advocacy. Examples of ad hoc meetings include: discussions on neutral 

space, NGO registration, humanitarian monitoring, and calls for restraint and abidance to IHL by both 

parties to the conflict, during the Falujah and Najaf crisis. 

 

Emergency coordination (Crisis working group): 

As a result of the events in Falujah and Najaf during April 2004, which were characterized by large 

displacements of population and serious restrictions in the access of medical care, emergency working 

groups were created in Baghdad and in Amman.  In Baghdad, NGOs met to exchange information on 

needs, resources available, coordinate responses and resolve problems of access. In Amman, a parallel 

working group was created to provide information on the developments of the situation, identify 

resources (financial, logistic, human resources, etc…) that could be made available to the NGOs 

involved in the crises response and represented the NGO community in the emergency coordination 

meetings set up by UNAMI. 

 

NCCI’s role was to gather all information collected by NGOs in terms of needs as well as actions 

taken. Daily sit-reps were prepared including information on the general development of the situation 

on the ground, together with the information reported by the NGOs, UN agencies, ICRC and other 

players.  NGOs, through NCCI, were the only players in the field actually gathering and providing this 

information.  
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The way these “emergencies within the emergency” were coordinated is worth consideration. In terms 

of structure, the 2 focal points for the main sectors affected (health and IDPs/vulnerables) were 

responsible for gathering information on needs and actions specific to the emergency, which was then 

reported back to NCCI for dissemination. NGOs present in different governorates were asked to act as 

focal points for the crisis with the role of providing up-dates as to any developments in their areas.  A 

questionnaire with basic indicators (population movements, presence of military forces, etc…) was 

distributed to these NGOs as a monitoring tool.  

 

Considerations: 

While these mechanisms were quickly put in place, developed on an ad hoc basis and brought more 

results than any other player on the ground they still lacked consistency. These mechanisms were not 

maximized nor consolidated and although a series of lessons learned on how the crises was responded 

to were prepared, proper coordination of these sporadic emergencies would require additional 

resources and investment of staff time and effort.  

 

 

A.2. Databases: 

 

General NGO activity matrix or “who is doing what where” database (www) 

Following the attempts to introduce a series of different coordination matrixes that never quite obtained 

sufficient input, NCCI opted to do a very basic NGO activity matrix whereby the NGO would only 

have to select a sector of activity per geographical area where they were working. 

This matrix allowed NCCI to draw its sectoral and geographical e-mail lists through which up-dates 

and communication regarding each particular sector would be given.  

The matrix also reflected contact information as well as a numbers of international staff operational in 

the field, that would be beneficial for security, training and other similar considerations. 

 

With this information in hand, NCCI would then distribute the relevant sectoral matrixes according to 

the sector the NGO declared as their field of activity in order to obtain more detailed programmatic 

information that would serve specifically for concrete operational coordination. 

 

The creation and development of this database was consulted with the HIC (Humanitarian Information 

Center) for Iraq, in order to make sure both agencies used the same format and thus be able to 

complement each other rather than duplicate efforts.  

 

Sectoral matrixes: 

Sectoral matrixes were intended to be a more detailed coordination tool whereby actual needs vs. 

activities were supposed to be reflected.  

Sectoral matrixes were developed by taking the national list of centers or areas of work (provided 

either by the relevant ministry and/or the relevant UN agency), adding to them columns for a range of 

activities that could take place in the center, the status of the project and the name of the NGO working 

in the center.  Thus: 

- The health matrix would have an excel matrix with all the hospitals, PHCs, clinics, etc… in 

Iraq, divided into different sheets per governorate, filtered for easier reference, and added to 

the name of the centre, columns that identify the NGO working in that specific center, the type 

of activity being carried out and the status of the project.  

- The watsan matrix would have the same but for all compact units in the country 

- The education matrix for educational facilities (schools, universities, etc…) 

- The IDP matrix was more complicated to construct given that no baseline data was available, 

but from the information obtained by the different focal point NGOs per governorate, a listing 

of all the areas where IDPs were present as well a description of needs and the activities being 

carried out per NGO was created.  

 

All databases were to be completed by NCCI and handed over to the relevant ministry so that the 

ministry could make consolidation between NGO activities and those of other players in the ground.   

 

Limitations: 

- Constructing the database was time consuming and it needed constant up-dating 
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- Reference numbers for each center were agreed between ministries and NGOs, but other 

donors or agencies would create their own reference numbers, which made integration of the 

database with other player’s databases (i.e. military units, USAID, etc) difficult.  

 

Advantages: 

- By the time the watsan database, for example, was completed and handed over to the 

Ministry, it was visually very easy to see which areas had the work almost completed, and 

which areas needed to be attended to. 

- The databases would also allow NCCI to draw basic statistics as to the concentration of 

activities of NGOs in a particular sector vs another, or geographical area vs others and 

within each sector and geographical area, see which specific operational activities were being 

given more priority than others (eg if a hospital in zone x was receiving more than another 

hospital in the same area and within that hospital, if emergency rehabilitation was being done 

more than supply of equipment and no training was being carried out) 

 

 

A3. Information services: 

 

Weekly round-ups: 

Minutes of all meetings were taken by NCCI staff and distributed to the NGO community according to 

the e-mail lists created from the www form.  However, it was felt necessary to create one weekly up-

date  that would comprise summaries of all the meetings held during the week in all geographical areas 

and all sectors, so that NGOs could have a wider and national overview as to needs, activities, 

announcements, events, etc.. in other areas.  

 

Weekly round ups were made into:  

- Geographical sections that were then subdivided by sector and that provided a summary of all 

meetings taking place during the week (i.e. NCCI meetings, UN meetings and CPA and/or 

ministry meetings, etc….) 

- Summaries of meetings with UN agencies (including calls for proposals and funding 

available) 

- Highlights: which would draw attention to reported identified needs or to NGOs willing to 

hand over part or the totality of their projects to other agencies 

- Announcements:  where NGOs would either advertise staff requirements, or availability of 

resources that they were willing to hand over to other NGOs 

(Note: I know many of us would think this level of exchange and cooperation amongst NGOs to be 

unreal, but this is all factual. It happened!) 

- Press reviews:  a section of translations of relevant local press reviews 

 

Limitations: 

- A number of NGOs complained that weekly round-ups were too long (they usually varied from 

10-15 pages). 

- Weekly round-ups were distributed to all NGOs in NCCI e-mail lists (i.e. members, observers, 

etc…) and while security-related information was always carefully avoided, NCCI had 

relatively little control over who benefited from the information in comparison to those who 

contributed to it. 

 

Advantages: 

- Weekly round-ups were timely and informative. A lot of the problems of minutes of meeting 

taking is that the minutes are distributed too late and may by that time be irrelevant.  Weekly 

round-ups were intended to finish the week and encompass all the information relevant for 

that same week.  

- NGOs made use of the weekly round-up.  There was not a single week when announcements 

were not posted or where information was provided by NGOs regarding identified needs, 

required resources or available resources to be shared 

 

Compilation of contact lists: 

NCCI’s contact lists included: 

- Emergency contact list: that included police station numbers, medevac responsible, general 

hospital numbers, etc…. 
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- NGOs telephone numbers and e-mail addresses 

- CPA/ministerial offices phone numbers 

- UN phone numbers and e-mail addresses 

- National NGOs numbers, e-mails and addresses 

- A general listing with useful numbers ranging from: communication companies, printing 

companies, stationeries, doctors of different specializations, etc…  

 

Considerations: 

Contact lists are a useful tool for coordination, especially when whole information distribution systems 

rely on e-mail addresses, and valuable as a service to the international community. 

 

The management of INGO specific contact information, however, was a considerable challenge to 

NCCI.  On one hand, NCCI was the only body in Iraq with a listing of almost all NGOs present in the 

country, and this was quite a responsibility in itself, and a decision was taken to restrict this 

information.  On the other hand, limiting the access to this information hindered NCCI’s coordination 

purpose.  Thus, a decision was taken to manage contact information by: a) not providing hard or 

electronic contact listings that could easily be replicated and given to 3rd parties that could mismanage 

the information, b) agree to provide requested contact information on a case-by-case basis to known 

staff members of INGOs, or contact the NGO being sought to seek approval for providing their contact 

information to the party requesting the contact. 

This system was burdensome at times, and frustrating for the requesting parties, but it was the only 

way to respect the confidentiality of an NGO and yet facilitate meetings and encounters amongst 

different players. 

 

Compilation of an NCCI A-Z CD Rom: 

Following the model of ACBAR in Afghanistan, NCCI developed an A-Z to Iraq that was intended to 

serve as both a briefing and a reference document with useful general information relevant to living 

and working in Iraq. It included: 1) an introduction to the Iraqi Governing System (CPA and Governing 

council) a series of organigrams for the different offices, an introduction to UNAMI, NCCI, etc…  2) it 

included an electronic copy of all the NCCI matrixes, 3) contact information for government offices, 

CPA, UN, contractors, INGOs and National NGOs (although only e-mails were provided for security 

reasons) as well as a series of maps and relevant background documents. 

 

Given the considerable changes at all levels taking place in Iraq, it was decided that a hard copy of the 

A-Z (as ACBAR produced) would be soon irrelevant, so CD Roms were produced and distributed with 

the view of producing regular up-dated versions. 

 

Considerations: 

Insufficient feedback on the CD Rom and its usefulness was provided by the NGO community (although 

the feedback from embassies and other players was very positive) so it is hard to judge its 

“coordination” value. The information contained in the CD Rom was eventually used for the creation 

of the NCCI web-site, which was then easier to up-date and more accessible to interested parties. 

 

Compilation of Sectoral CD Roms: 

Specific sectoral CD Roms were also created and distributed to interested NGOs.  

Sectoral CDs were created by centralizing all available information on that particular sector from the 

other NCCI resources.  Thus, they would include: 

- contact lists of players in the sector 

- the NCCI sector-specific matrix 

- sector-related policy papers and technical documents developed by the working group 

- sector-related policy and reference guidelines provided by the relevant ministry and/or the UN 

- sector-related guidelines, standards and reference material collected for the NCCI library.  

 

Considerations: 

Sectoral CDs were created following the complaints of sectoral focal points that NGOs high turnover 

of NGO staff resulted in too much time invested to make them aware of background discussions and 

tools available. Thus, they were designed to be a briefing document for each NGO to give to new staff 

arriving and to have as reference.  The fact that the Sectoral CDs included a copy of the sectoral 

matrix should have also facilitated the job of NGOs intending to start new activities in the sector within 
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a particular governorate. However, no sufficient feedback was obtained as to their actual impact and 

the extent to which new-comers benefited from them. 

 

 

 

Compilation of the NCCI Library. 

The NCCI library was gradually created and up-dated and after 3 months consisted of over 263 

documents under the following categories: 

- Background documents to Iraq (UN resolutions, studies made on the country, statistics, etc)  

- Security related materials (guidelines, technical documents on communication tools, etc) 

- Technical documents: sectoral specific manuals produced by the Ministries, or the UN or 

INGOs.  The included the Sphere Standards, IOM, UNHCR, WFP … operational manuals, 

etc… 

- Health related documents such as stress protocols, rape protocols, contents of first aid kits, etc. 

- A section addressed to National NGOs with documents related to capacity building, 

management, etc… 

 

The library was physically set up in NCCI’s main office in Baghdad, but all documents were made 

available to interested NGOs through CD roms.  A table of contents and requests forms submitted to 

NCCI’s office was the mechanism we used for making these available.  

 

Considerations: 

The NCCI library was quite popular, specially the electronic version. Some NGOs would request 

specific technical and background documents but the majority opted to have the full CD with all 

documents available.  It involved a lot of work since many documents had to be scanned by the NCCI 

office given that only hard copies were available but the effort was certainly worthwhile.  

 

 

NCCI web-site: 

Discussions and negotiations initially took place with UNAMI who offered the possibility of opening 

an NCCI portal in the main UNAMI website.  This would have meant that NCCI could have run its 

own section in the UNAMI website addressed to NGOs and maintained and up-dated by NGOs 

(through NCCI), which practically, would have been a desirable arrangement.  However, INGOs 

finally decided that they did not want to be too closely associated to the UN – for political reasons – 

and thus, requested NCCI to have their own website.   

 

Many considerations had to be taken while creating the website, but the most challenging was the 

attempt to reconcile its objective of coordination and the security implications accessibility to NGO-

related information could have. NCCI had limited expertise available for the task and was, therefore, 

not able to manage different security levels and highly technical elements.   

 

The website has an open section and other parts that are only available to members. It speaks for itself: 

See: www.ncciraq.org  

 

Considerations: 

NGOs were eager to have the NCCI website in order to have the option of selective access to 

information and, thus, a decreased number of daily e-mails with NCCI updates. While some urgent 

information was still sent by e-mail, all other up-dates were posted on the web-site for NGOs 

reference.  

This, however, would not have been so beneficial at the early stages of the creation of NCCI given the 

limited access to satellite Internet connections.  

The use of IT for coordination purposes is extremely practical and useful, and there is plenty of room 

for improvements and maximization of the resource, but one needs to use it carefully with 

considerations such as timing, resources available, audience and objectives. It should be used as a 

support or aid to coordination mechanisms rather than replacement.  Results achieved by the dynamics 

of interaction between people cannot be replaced by electronic exchanges. 

 

Training: 

Although not originally anticipated within NCCI activities, the opportunity of organizing a “Do No 

Harm” workshop for International NGOs was offered to NCCI by an independent consultant.  The 

http://www.ncciraq.org/
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level of interest and response of INGOs was encouraging enough to envision the organization of further 

training and workshop activities. Topics proposed were “methods for remote control project 

management”,  “IHL”, Sphere, etc…. 

  

The benefits and necessity of organizing these types of activities are elaborated below. 

 

For Result 2: General Liaison  

 

OCHA/UNAMI 

As mentioned earlier, OCHA/UNAMI was very supportive of NCCI’s establishment and activities. 

Initially, prior to their final departure, weekly meetings were organized between the deputy SRSG and 

the NCCI Executive Coordinator.  They financially supported NCCI at the initial stages of its set up 

and relatively good complementarity and exchange was achieved.  

Upon the relocation of most of their international staff to Amman, NCCI opened an NCCI Amman 

Officer position. This position was intended not only for NGOs that had relocated their staff to Amman 

but also to maintain dialogue with UNAMI, UN agencies and donors.  

 

The support of UNAMI was sought, on one hand, in order to create lines of communication between 

the NCCI Sectoral working groups and the UN “sectoral clusters” that were set up.  Moreover, UNAMI 

was approached in different occasions for advocacy purposes and NCCI was equally invited to 

represent NGOs at a series of UN forums and events.  

Eventually, and at a critical period of discussions between NCCI and the CPA over the issue of NGO 

registration in the country, UNAMI agreed to prepare a letter signed by the SRSG a.i. and addressed to 

Iraqi and CPA authorities legitimizing NCCI as the coordinator of the NGO community present in the 

country.  

 

It was not always a honeymoon, though. At times, frustrations with one and other over lack of clarity 

and adequate exchange of information, as well as their lack of awareness of the considerations NGOs 

had to keep in mind, especially in terms of security, made talks difficult.  

Furthermore, NGOs often perceived UNAMI as too “development” oriented, not sufficiently 

responsive to the “localized emergencies” arising in the country (such as the Faluja and Najaf crises) 

and not suitably engaging and promoting an issue that for the NGO community was of particular 

importance:  that of humanitarian space and civil-military relations.  

 

 Despite these expected (I suppose) frustrations, lines of communication were always opened, 

discussions continuously took place, support in various ways of manifestation was granted, and both 

parties ultimately welcomed the constructiveness of the “coordination” and communication established 

between one another.  

 

 

Donors: ECHO, USAID, DFID, Etc… 

ECHO was NCCI’s donor, but it should be said that its support was not only financial but also very 

comprehensive: 1) all NGOs receiving funds from ECHO were specifically requested to collaborate 

with NCCI, 2) two way lines of communication where maintained whereby any relevant information 

made available to them would be communicated to NCCI, 3) ECHO was very supportive of advocacy 

requirements NCCI had vis a vis national authorities, the UN, and the Coalition forces.  

 

The same cannot be said about USAID and DFID. NCCI attempted repeatedly to engage with them and 

exchange activity matrixes in order to avoid repeated overlapping incidents that were starting to be 

reported. Their level of responsiveness was minimal. In the case of USAID, in particular, collaboration 

would have been essential given the large budget allocated to NGO activities and those of American 

contractors in the country and the impact of their operations.  Most USAID funded NGOs were NCCI 

members, anyway, but contractors carried out a lot of rehabilitation activities for which no information 

was ever obtained.  

 

CPA and Iraqi Authorities: 

Attending CPA-organized meetings was something that not only NGOs did not feel comfortable with, 

but that also entailed considerable security risks.  Thus, NCCI was often mandated to represent NGOs 

in these forums and subsequently inform NGOs of the outcomes of discussions. 
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NCCI’s approach, however, was to engage with Iraqi Authorities – through its relevant ministries- as 

the legitimate and natural counterpart to which NGOs should report and coordinate with. In all 

technical and operational matters, NCCI had considerably good relations with line Ministries. NCCI 

sectoral focal points would discuss the sectoral databases being created and would ultimately hand 

them over to the relevant ministry for consolidation with other parties. Ministries often reported that 

NGOs and UN agencies, were the only parties actually informing them of their activities but they had 

no information from contractors or military units to be able to actually coordinate all actors.  Ministries 

would also approve and accept NCCI sectoral working groups’ technical recommendations to standards 

and guidelines that ministries had proposed.  Regular meetings were organized and cooperation was 

fruitful. A lot of the frustrations from cooperation with the Authorities came a result of their lack of 

capacity and the lack of support they had received from the CPA to assume fully their legitimate 

functions, as well as to translate coherent policies across the country. 

 

Considerations: 

The issues of NCCI acting as a representative of NGOs was always contentious. NCCI staff was often 

at an uncomfortable position whereby it would approach 3rd parties (mostly Coalition-related: military 

units, contractors, etc)) on behalf of the NGO community in order to obtain information or a specific 

response and yet, when approached by these 3rd parties for information on NGOs, NCCI was not 

authorized to respond unless permission was sought from NGOs first. Given security considerations, 

NGO information was, more often than not, not made available.   

For certain issues, NGOs, through the general assembly, would have to mandate NCCI to represent 

them for that particular issue (such as access, or registration, or humanitarian space). The process 

was slow and not very practical, but it was the best solution found to respecting NGO individuality and 

yet be able to act on their behalf.  

 

NGO Coordination Bodies:  ICVA and INTERACTION. 

Given its initial relationships and the support provided by the ICVA seconded liaison officer to OCHA 

as well as JENEPI, NCCI maintained open lines of communication with ICVA and INTERACTION 

directly with HQ upon the departure of their field representatives.  

 

NCCI would share with them the weekly up-dates made available to NGOs and would inform them of 

the salient issues affecting NGOs operationality in the country. NCCI would also approach them for 

support in advocating certain policy issues that were felt necessary, and at levels to which NCCI did 

not have access. 

 

Issues such as humanitarian space, civil military relations, the behavior of NGOs in the field vis a vis 

internationally recognized codes of conduct, as well as the interpretation and application of IHL in the 

Iraqi context were all issues that needed being addressed at an HQ level as well as at the field.  

 

Considerations: 

While relations were good, NCCI felt that not sufficient feedback and engagement from NGO 

Coordination bodies was given.  These could have been manifested through recommendations made at 

the initial stages of NCCI set-up, feedback on its activities, and proper engagement on issues affecting 

the NGO community and being raised at the different forums.  

 

NGO coordination bodies have not only the institutional memory and experience of similar initiatives 

in other contexts, to be able to provide this support, but also access to forums at higher levels to which 

NGO field coordination bodies may not have. 

 

NCCI would have welcomed increased dialogue, feedback and exchange of information in all these 

fronts. 

 

Meetings between NCCI’s Executive Coordinator, ICVA and INTERACTION where organized, thanks 

to the willingness of a member NGO to fund the expenses, for April 2004. However, due to the increase 

of international kidnappings as well as the crisis in Fallujah and Najaf in that period, the meetings had 

to be postponed and eventually never took place.   NCCI hoped to be able to raise the foregoing issues 

with them during the visit. 

 

 



NGO Field Coordination Groups  

The Experience of NCCI  

September, 2004  24  

For Result 3: Obtaining increased information of humanitarian/development needs on the 

ground 

Considering the lack of information and basic statistics available in the country, together with the 

resources and extensive presence of NGOs in the field, a discussion took place between NGOs as to 

whether sectoral indicators could be developed and agreed upon by the NGOs, monitored over time 

and provided to NCCI in order to do the consolidation and distribution of data.  

Sectoral meetings introduced the discussion with NGOs in their field, but whilst in principle, everyone 

agreed with the benefit of doing so, consensus on one set of indicators was never achieved.  

 

UN agencies were approached for suggestions and Sphere Standards were referred to as a basis, yet, 

the development of a simple set of indicators on health, watsan, food access, etc… was not reached, not 

so much for lack of interest or strong divergent opinions, but simply because no one quite knew how to 

get around the task of doing so.   

 

Thus, meeting the specified result had to be done through encouraging NGOs to share their needs 

assessments and their relevant humanitarian findings.  The degree of responsiveness was considerably 

positive.   

 

Something that NCCI did in order to complement this, was to agree with a local newspaper to carry 

continuous surveys of market prices of certain items relevant to household economy.  The feedback 

and analysis, made by NCCI, was distributed once a month. 

 

These, however, did not provide sufficient information to facilitate well-informed humanitarian action, 

policies and definition of priorities. Thus, a proposal was made to have national NGOs do the 

monitoring activities of a series of indicators on NCCI’s behalf. The results of which would be made 

available to the whole NGO community.   Given the fact that NCCI had a National NGO office 

functioning and that was working closely with international NGOs on capacity building activities, the 

idea was to merge the two objectives and have an International NGO mentor a National NGO on the 

task of carrying out humanitarian monitoring activities.  NCCI requested funding from ECHO to be 

able to cover the staffing costs of the National NGOs identified to carry out the activities. 

 

This issue became incredibly contentious with the International NGOs who believed that NCCI was 

starting to be “operational” and competing with the rest of the NGOs working on capacity building.  

The General Assembly was finally called to vote on the issue and decided to maintain support to 

National NGOs as an activity of NCCI. However, and although a couple of INGOs had volunteered to 

do the mentoring, the security situation in the country had deteriorated so much, that the task was 

finally determined as impossible under those circumstances. 

 

Comments: 

- It is really a shame that with the large presence of NGOs and of their staff in the field, 

information collected is not shared adequately to create a better picture of the humanitarian 

situation in the country.  

- Managing to put in place such a system would have had a real impact in the qualitative aspects 

of coordination.  

 

For result 4: Strengthening NCCI’s support to National NGOs.  

Initially, NCCI meetings welcomed the participation of emerging National NGOs that were willing to 

attend. However, the experience was quite frustrating for both parties: on one hand, National NGOs 

expected the forums to be a channel through which support to their activities could be obtained. On the 

other hand, International NGOs expected to be able to have substantive feedback on the situation on the 

ground from national NGOs. The origin of the dissatisfaction was that NCCI never quite clarified and 

explained to National NGOs the purpose of these meetings. Once the NCCI charter was developed, one 

of the requirements for membership was being registered as an NGO, which immediately limited the 

possibility of most National NGOs to become members. Eventually, NCCI assisted a group of National 

NGOs to create their own coordination mechanism and offered to liaise with them by inviting a 

representative to our meetings and vice versa.  

 

While a few national NGOs had been operating from a long time (in Kurdistan) and had extensive 

experience and capacities, the majority of national NGOs making themselves known had established 

themselves only after the war and in incredibly large numbers! There were issues raised of legitimate 
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vs. illegitimate interests and motivations, but the salient matter was the fact that they had very little 

knowledge, background and capacities to establish themselves as an organization and to subsequently 

launch programmes. 

 

Thus, many international NGOs either focused on capacity building programmes for national NGOs, or 

selected a number of these NGOs to be mentored. NCCI’s National NGO office first created a forum  

for coordination amongst these international NGOs, but later on decided to act upon its specific 

mandate of “Support to National NGOs”, by developing its own mentoring programme for the 

monitoring of humanitarian indicators.  

 

As mentioned above, the initiative of developing common humanitarian indicators failed, and so did 

the mentoring of the NGOs – due mostly to lack of mobility for security reasons.  

In any case, the NNGO office at NCCI managed to collect considerable information of National NGOs 

working in the country, first through the creation of a database, listing the national NGOs with their 

contact information and sector of activity, but most importantly, by the creation of an assessment 

questionnaire that attempted to reflect the needs of the national NGO in terms of capacity building (in 

order to have them refereed to INGOs organizing capacity building sessions) or their suitability to 

engage in operational partnerships (and be able to refer them to INGOs interested in creating such 

partnerships).   

 

NCCI had a real commitment to assisting National NGOs, and thus the consideration was pretty much 

cross-sectoral to all its activities: a full time national staff member was hired for this issue, an 

expatriate member was seconded by an International NGO to run the office, part of the library was 

designed for National NGOs as well as part of the website, etc… Yet, it is true that while being willing 

to engage with them, the means to do so where not actually put in place.  Documents were not 

translated in Arabic and Kurdish, information was not necessarily easily accessible to them, unless they 

ask, etc… 

 

Thus, the specific recommendations from the external evaluation in this respect was very valid: 

  

“All routine NCCI documents now produced only in English for members, observers and the public 

should be professionally translated into Arabic and Kurdish, including the security updates, weekly 

roundups, and minutes from general meetings and working groups.  This will require creation and 

funding of 2 translation posts: one in Baghdad (Arabic) and one in Erbil (Kurdish).   

Some members may regard such a “Glasnost” policy as a threat to their low profile approach.  

Security of information is an eminently valid concern.  However, this concern must be balanced against 

the benefits of promoting a better understanding of humanitarian work among Iraqis.  In terms of 

sustainability, Iraqi actors and institutions will not be able to assume responsibility for the people in 

their care unless the information they need to make good decisions is readily accessible to them7”  

 

For Result 6: Establishment of NCCI Security Office 

 

A.1Meetings: 

 

Security meetings  

Security meetings took place regularly, at least on a weekly basis, if not more often, in particularly 

tense situations.  They were intended for NGOs to exchange information on any incidents or factors 

they felt would have an impact on the security of the NGO and/or humanitarian community. They 

would also include a briefing part whereby NCCI security officer would inform attendants on trends 

and factors obtained from other sources (CF, CPA, donors, contractors, etc…) 

Up-dates on the set up and functioning of the Warden system as well as the security management teams 

developed under the system were also provided during these forums.  

 

Establishment of Warden System: 

The warden system was basically a communication tree set between NGOs for security-related 

purposes.  Through this system, a number of NGOs would volunteer to be a Warden for either their 

geographical area and/or a specific group of NGOs that would be under their “responsibility”.  This 

                                                 
7 Evaluation of the Iraq NGO Coordination and Security Office.  Greg Hansen. June 2004 
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responsibility would translate in passing on relevant security communications, managing an 

evacuation, etc… 

 

The Warden System was complemented by the creation of the: 

Medical Management Teams: which was composed by individuals of a number of NGOs with a 

medical background and that would be called upon in case a medical emergency or evacuation would 

have to be organized 

 

Security Management Teams: which, again, were composed of individuals – mostly national staff- of a 

number of NGOs and that would be called upon in case of an security-related emergency or evacuation. 

 

 

A.2 Databases: 

 

The establishment of the incident database: 

A standard incident report format was prepared by NCCI and distributed amongst NGOs in order to 

have a common reporting language. Incidents reported by NGOs as well as other agencies (mostly CF, 

CPA, donors, contractors, local reports, staff “feelers”,  etc…) would all be recorded in the incident 

database, which would then allow NCCI to make extractions as to the recurrence, location, type of 

incident, timing, etc…of security events and report these accordingly. The database was up-dated daily. 

 

The establishment of the road book: 

A standard format for the creation of a road book was also developed by NCCI and distributed to 

NGOs.  The road book was intended to collect information of relevant reference points between one 

Iraqi city to another: i.e. hospitals, service, petrol, police and fire brigade stations, checkpoints, 

restaurants, etc…as well as NGO project locations that could serve of possible assistance in case of 

breakdown or problems on the road. 

Moreover, within the different cities, a mapping exercise was conducted using GPS positioning to 

determine hospitals, police stations and NGO locations, that would serve as reference in case of 

emergency. 

 

A3. Information Services: 

 

Routine security briefs 

Security briefs, including a summary of security incidents reported by different parties as well as a 

synopsis of local news where regularly sent either 3 times a week, or daily, according to the security 

situation.  Advisories and database extractions are also included in these briefs.  

 

Distribution of NCCISO recommended security guidelines, constant companion, medevac 

guidelines, emergency contact list:  

Apart from the regular briefs, NCCISO also developed a series of recommended guidelines.  These 

included general security guidelines (on the compound, offices, on the road, etc). A constant 

companion, which was a handy summary of the guidelines and included a series of emergency contact 

numbers as well as medevac and caseevac guidelines were also developed and widely distributed. 

 

On-going allocation of call signs to NGOs in Baghdad and feedback to UN radio room as well as 

supervision of the VHF radio usage protocol: 

Upon the relocation of UNSECOORD, NCCI inherited the responsibility of VHF radio call signs as 

well as ensuring the proper usage of the network.  Training, in particular for national staff was 

organized for this purpose. 

 

For Result 7: NGO Security Training: 

The need to organize security-training activities was identified at quite an early stage.  Thus, NCCISO 

worked on elaborating the training material and the implementation for a wide range of workshops:: 

- VHF protocols and communications 

- Warden System 

- 1st aid training 

- Land mines and UXO awareness, etc… 
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Workshops were developed for International staff, but some of them were carried out by Iraqi staff in 

Arabic and addressed, mainly, to national staff.  

 

The NCCISO was also in charge of identifying a series of experts that would be able to implement 

further technical workshops on different topics (such as those organized by  RedR) as well as relevant 

security management manuals and reference documentation.  

 

 

Comments: 

NCCI’s objectives were quite ambitious and its activities very wide ranging. It soon entered into a 

dynamic whereby increased services generated increased demands, and while this was encouraging, it 

also meant that resources available could hardly meet the quantity and complexity of requests.  

While activities in Baghdad and in Amman were well consolidated and levels of responsiveness were 

considerably high, the translation of these into other geographical areas did not meet these same 

levels.  Increased staff would have been needed, but security considerations, and reluctance to make 

NCCI too institutionalized as well as the lack of capacity to train national staff were all limitations for 

adequate expansion. 

 

Despite these limitations, NCCI managed to accomplish a great deal with the resources available and 

despite constraints. 

 

7. Resources 

 

NCCI’s resources were relatively decentralized, not only in terms of sources of funding, but also in 

terms of the type of resources made available: 

 

Financial resources: 

 

- ECHO:  was the primary source of financial support. ECHO was first approached to finance 

the position of the Executive Coordinator and was then submitted a proposal for the opening 

of the NCCI Security Office.  This proposal was later amended to increase the period of the 

operation, increase its geographical outreach and better distinguish and reflect the objectives 

and outcomes of both the coordination and the security office of NCCI. ECHO used 

extraordinary (or ad hoc) funding decisions to support NCCI and was therefore able to 

demonstrate a significant degree of responsiveness and flexibility towards the financing of the 

operation. 

 

- OCHA:  was also originally approached for the establishment and running costs for 3 months 

of the coordination office of NCCI. OCHA’s contribution was of 39.000 USD. Dialogue with 

OCHA was maintained constantly as a possible source of funding for any ad hoc activities or 

to respond to raising needs due to the security situation.  

 

- MCC: The Mennonite Central Committee also made funds available to cover running costs in 

periods of financial gap.  

 

- Member contributions:  while financially, member contributions did not amount to very much 

(50 USD for an average of 60 NGOs was no more than 3000USD a month), it was 

nevertheless significant enough given the independence and flexibility it granted to NCCI in 

terms of responding to ad hoc needs and responding to requirements that donors would not 

necessarily agree to fund.  

 

Material and in-kind resources: 

 

Apart from the financial resources obtained, NCCI was greatly supported by different NGOs through 

material, human, and in-kind resources: 

- As mentioned earlier, JENEPI donated a large part of its equipment to NCCI upon the closure 

of their office. ICVA also contributed by covering the expenses of NCCI’s participation to the 

International Donors’ Conference for the Reconstruction of Iraq, held in Madrid in October, 

2003.   
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- Two NGOs actually seconded to NCCI 2 expatriates as focal points of the National NGO 

working group and the IDP/Vulnerables working group, respectively. The person seconded for 

the National NGOs working group was integrated full-time to the NCCI office and eventually 

opened a National NGO office within NCCI.  The person seconded to the IDP/Vulnerables 

group was only seconded part-time but managed to travel to different governorates to gather 

all relevant nation-wide information on behalf of NCCI. 

- Geographical focal points made also a great contribution by agreeing to “host” the NCCI field 

offices at the time of their inception. Their equipment, contacts and resources were readily 

made available to NCCI staff 

- Finally, it should be mentioned that the time and effort invested by all the sectoral focal points 

that volunteered to take on this role as well as the Executive Board members, was an 

invaluable contribution without which NCCI would not have been able to achieve what it did.  

 

Considerations: 

 

- In order to be able to receive funds from ECHO, an NGO needs to have signed a 

“Partnership Agreement” with ECHO. As NCCI was not registered and did not qualify as an 

ECHO partner, an ECHO-partner needed to agree to be NCCI’s  “host” NGO in order to 

submit the proposal and receive the funds on behalf of NCCI. This “host” NGO would be 

ultimately responsible and accountable of the ECHO funding made available for NCCI and 

would also act as administrative support to NCCI (i.e. issuing expatriate employment 

contracts, insurances, etc…). This arrangement had its pluses and minuses but was relatively 

successful until security considerations increased and issues of liability could not be ignored. 

Having a host NGO meant that NCCI staff would be subject to their security guidelines and 

regulations and that if the host NGO staff had to leave the country, NCCI staff would have to 

do so too.  As a consortium and coordinating body, NCCI could not afford being so strictly a 

subject to the regulations of one NGO, but no NGO wanted to take the responsibility of having 

different standards of security for different staff. The issue was only solved by choosing a host 

NGO whose future operationality in Iraq was not strictly dependent on security 

considerations.  

- Having received comprehensive funding from a public donor made some NGOs raise the 

question as to why NGOs needed to pay membership fees. As mentioned before, being able to 

keep a certain margin of independence from donors was necessary to NCCI in order to 

maintain a certain level of flexibility but also to ease reporting obligations. Over reliance on 

one source of funding would not have been at all recommended both practical and principled 

reasons.  Moreover, membership fees were the basis upon which donors judged the level of 

interest of NGOs to have a coordination body as well as being the basis for the distinction 

between the right and obligations of members vs. observers.   

- In-kind support was as important as financial resources and was, again, a measure of the 

commitment, need and usefulness of NGOs to have a coordination mechanism put in place 

and maintained. 

 

8. Constraints: 

 

The proliferation of agencies providing humanitarian assistance, the increased profile of humanitarian 

action, and the strife for coherence are all aspects of the changing face of humanitarian coordination. 

 

I have previously been including a series of advantages and limitations as felt relevant on each previous 

sections. However, the challenges of coordination are multiple and of various natures and I believe that 

the particular constraints faced by NCCI involve further consideration and are, at the same time, 

indicative of the overall constraints any coordination body may face. For better clarification I have 

divided them in 3 different categories: 

1. Organizational constraints: which refer to the particular internal factors of the coordination 

mechanism and that come as a result of its chosen objectives, set up and structure. 

2. Contextual constraints: which refer to external factors that are particular to the specific 

country, society, culture or timeframe within which the coordination takes place 

3. Structural constraints: which refer to external factors but that are usually found regardless of 

the context and that are somewhat inherent to the work, policy and attitudes of NGOs and 

subject to the developments of humanitarian NGO trends. 
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8.1. Organizational constraints:   

No matter how it structures itself, the NGO coordination body will always be somehow constrained by 

its own set up. 

 

1. Objectives and results 

 

Identifying the group’s objectives and achievable results will have to balance considerations such as: 

 

Too narrow or too broad: in relation to the group’s resources and capacities, in relation to the extent to 

which the environment is permissive for implementing the activities that will be necessary to achieve 

these objectives, and in relation to the flexibility that will be required to adapt to changing 

circumstances. 

 

Too specific or ambiguous: the charter of the organization- or the initial objectives it identified - will 

always be referred to by all staff and members as the mandate of the organization. Defining specific 

objectives serves as a good reference and guide in respect to the boundaries of the organization in terms 

of responsibility, but too specific objectives can be limiting of the necessary flexibility and too 

ambiguous objectives can lead to various misinterpretations. Drawing manageable, achievable, realistic 

and timely objectives that are inclusive of anticipated risks and limitations will be worth adequate 

initial investment for obtaining a comprehensive reference to all players (staff and members) involved. 

 

Considerations while drawing the objectives of the group will have to include: the extent to which the 

organization will be asked to be 

 

Operational or not: in the case of NCCI, its intention to proactively collect and monitor humanitarian 

indicators as well as to mentor national NGOs in the task of doing so, was perceived as the 

organization becoming operational and, thus, a competitor NGO, rather than a facilitator of 

coordination. What members consider operationality and the extent to which they wish to mandate the 

group to do so, would have to be carefully considered.  

 

Representational or not: the extent to which members wish to have the NGO coordination group be 

representational of the NGO community, needs also careful consideration. In the case of NCCI, it was 

only upon the specific a priori request on particular topics that the organization was allowed to speak 

on behalf of the NGO community as a group. Whether the organization is going to be mandated to do 

so, and the mechanisms through which this should be done is crucial to the inclusiveness of all parties.  

 

Too service oriented: the coordination group needs to be wary of becoming a mere service provider.  

Providing information and tools is necessary to inform decision-making but coordination requires 

discussions, advocating and lobbying on particular issues that need to be addressed. This, however, is 

the strength of the coordination group.  The more qualitative and substantial  information it is able to 

provide, the more it will encourage the sharing of information by members, and by so doing, the 

possibilities of discussions and further exchange to take place.  

 

2. Structure 

 

The way coordination is structured will have further considerations: 

 

Too large or too small: NCCI was often reproached of becoming a “mini UN”. Not only the level of 

institutionalization, in contrast to its “facilitation role” was being referred to, but also the fact that it 

was becoming larger, in terms of staff and resources than some member operational NGOs. The size of 

the coordination body will always be related to the broadness of its identified objectives and the extent 

to which it is mandated to adequately have a geographical and sectoral outreach.  However, part of the 

difference will be the extent to which expatriate staff is indispensable or if national staff could fill part 

of the requirements.  This issue can be elaborated further: 

 

Over reliance on international staff:  the indispensability of international staff is an issue affecting all 

NGOs in general. However, in contexts where security restrictions are high but where the capacity of 

national staff is high as well, question marks as to the real need and relevance of having a large 

international presence should be raised. Training and empowering the capacity of national staff to be 

able to perform and take on a series of responsibilities is undoubtedly the best solution.  However, 
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national staff with considerable decision-making authority, could face other series of limitations than 

those of international staff (questions of acceptance by various players, questions of neutrality and 

impartiality, etc…) 

 

Geographical and sectoral coverage: The extent to which the coordination body has to achieve a 

comprehensive geographical and sectoral outreach will determine a large part of the equation: is the 

sectoral technical expertise nationally available, and can distances, mobility restrictions and the 

subsequent communication limitations be overcome through reliance on national rather than expatriate 

staff? 

 

In the case of NCCI, the external evaluation answered positively and suggested:  

 

“The creation of a network of up to 8 paid local liaisons living in conflict-prone areas or other areas of 

acute need that may become inaccessible to foreign staff of NCCI and its members.  The primary 

function of such liaisons should be to support and complement the work of NCCI members: monitor the 

local situation, maintain working contacts with local actors, promote the notions of neutral and 

impartial humanitarian work, and feed and facilitate the two-way flow of information between outlying 

areas and NCCI offices in Baghdad and Amman.  In the future, Liaisons would act as local 

coordination nodes in the event of outbreaks of violence ensuing acute needs among the population8.” 

 

The same question would apply to sectoral coverage, though. The extent to which the workload of 

sectoral focal points volunteering to take the lead could be eased through the appointment of national 

staff dedicated to follow up and assist the coordination of particular sectors would be a valid 

consideration.  But then again, while perhaps being more effective, it would still affect issues of 

“ownership” of the coordination process by the NGO community, of the size and mandate of the 

coordination body, as well as its level of institutionalization.  

 

The management of offices and sub-offices: 

 

The security office: 

The NCCI Security Office was an auxiliary part to NCCI operational coordination activities and, as 

such, NCCI was quite wary of security coordination efforts overshadowing operational coordination. 

As discussed in one of the meetings: “the moment an NGO has to spend more than 50% of its time in 

security considerations is the moment the NGO should re-evaluate its presence in the country”. 

 

Running the security office as such became quite problematic: 

On one hand, the office had quite a “militaristic” approach. Security officers had a military 

background, which was helpful for liaising with military authorities and with other security officers of 

other players present, but were 1. perceived as too “military looking” by the NGOs and 2. lacked 

adequate understanding of NGOs, of how they operated, of how codes of conduct wanted to guide 

relations with different players, etc… 

 

On the other hand, the employment of security officers also had economic implications:  the 

“volunteer” spirit of NGO workers that is reflected in their salaries simply did not match the 

expectations of security officers who would want to be paid 3 or 4 times more than their “operational 

coordination” counterparts.   

 

The NCCI external evaluation tacked this issue as well and suggested having the security office be 

transformed into a “context” or information office that would be able to provide a more analytic and 

holistic approach to security. This suggestion was made on the basis of the positive experiences of 

MSF Belgium and the ICRC in establishing such offices in highly insecure settings9.  

 

Sub-offices – field vs capital coordination: 

Problems between capital and field coordination are well known. Distances and inadequate means of 

communication usually result in frustrations from both ends. In the case of NCCI, the Baghdad office 

was opened as a result of an identified need and request from the NGO community and it was, thus, 

Baghdad based NGOs that gave NCCI its mandate.  The opening of the sub-offices meant that NCCI 

                                                 
8 Evaluation of the Iraq NGO Coordination and Security Office.  Greg Hansen. June 2004. 
9 Evaluation of the Iraq NGO Coordination and Security Office.  Greg Hansen. June 2004. 
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had to arrive with a mandate from the capital and yet re-think itself according to the specific needs and 

requirements of NGOs based in that specific area.  This was at times very difficult.  NGOs in the Iraqi 

Kurdistan, for example, had been working there for decades and had their particular ways of liaising 

with authorities and the CF that NGOs in the center-south of Iraq would not think appropriate.  

Once again, the problem of inclusiveness and the need to be representative of the NGOs which the 

coordination mechanism is intended to serve was a difficult obstacle to overcome.  

The initial approach of NCCI to tackle this issue was the appointment of the geographical focal points, 

which would be representative of NGOs needs and requirements and would give NCCI’s offices 

guidance and a specific geographical mandate.   

Since the role of geographical focal points never reached its full potentiality, the external evaluation 

suggested that NGOs from these different areas be given the change to be part of the NCCI executive 

board and thus make the organization more representative and inclusive of the particularities of NGOs 

present in different areas.  

 

Emergency Coordination: 

“Emergencies within the emergency” types of situations are hard to predict but need to be somehow 

anticipated. Mechanisms through which coordination could be of assistance for a timely and effective 

response would need to be considered a priori and a commitment by all parties would need to be sought 

for the mechanism to be activated according to the need. 

 

In the particular case of NCCI, the external evaluation suggests additional resources to be put into place 

for this purpose, in particular, the employment of national liaisons that could monitor and report 

developments in their particular location.  

 

Questions on the size, mandate, level of institutionalization, and operationality of the coordination 

body (as expressed above) would still arise, but perhaps for this particular purpose could be considered 

appropriate.  

 

 

3. Membership 

Coordination is about striking balances and some are very hard to achieve. If coordination is to fill all 

its roles and objectives, membership requirements will have to reflect the common basic denominator 

shared between all INGOs, in terms of the following: 

 

1. Charges: membership fees are important. They reflect an interest and a commitment from the 

NGOs, but will also make them have certain expectations on the coordination body that will 

thus benefit its accountability. Membership fees, however, need to be designed in a manner 

that is reflective to the different financial resources available to NGOs. 

 

2. Participatory expectations: as mentioned earlier, members have certain rights within the 

coordination structure, but they also have a certain level of obligations in terms of 

participation, information sharing, providing feedback, etc…Defining these within the 

“voluntary” spirit of coordination mechanisms is extremely difficult but needs to be discussed 

within the membership.  

 

3. Policy and behavior: Some will argue that a minimum common denominator would defy 

entirely the purpose of a coordination mechanism being a means to setting certain policies and 

achieving certain standards. Leaving room for exclusiveness can, indeed, affect coordination 

activities and the extent to which its objectives are met. Yet, membership does need to require 

certain standards to which members would agree. The Code of Conduct of the Red Cross and 

Red Crescent Movement (to which the majority of INGOs are signatories) defines a large 

number of these issues, but it is, once again, the interpretation and application of all the 

implications of this document and the principles it entails that reflect plenty of margin in 

interpretation.  

 

Issues such as the acceptance of certain sources of funding, relations with military forces, 

distances with combatants, etc… and the individual policy NGOs take vis-à-vis these topics 

creates considerable disparity amongst the NGO community as a group.  How the 

coordination mechanisms can reconcile all these is a major challenge that needs very careful 

consideration.  Each topic is further elaborated bellow.  
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4. Accountability of members to the code of conduct: 

Related to the definition of a code of conduct to be adopted by the coordination mechanism, as a 

prerequisite for membership, is the question of accountability to that code of conduct. Signing these is 

totally voluntary and abidance is left to individual moral or ethical behavior.  This would be to a certain 

extent acceptable if the behavior and attitude of NGOs did not have an impact on the wider perception 

of the NGO community as a whole by third parties and if internationally accepted principles were not 

de-legitimized by these individual behaviors.   

 

Enforcement mechanisms that encourage adherence as a means to preserve core principles of 

humanitarian action need to be discussed, determined and agreed upon by members. The coordination 

body cannot be left alone in the responsibility of ensuring enforcement so member NGOs should all 

have a responsibility towards advocating the benefits of compliance and ensuring that members are 

acquainted with it.  

 

5. Resources 

The availability and sources of financial and material resources made available needs significant 

considerations as well. On one hand, there is a tendency for decentralizing sources of public funding. 

Another consideration is the financial contribution to be made by members (if the coordination 

mechanism is to be effective, it will have to be supported by larger financial resources than what its 

members are willing to provide. However, once public funds are made available, the question raises as 

to why a membership fee should be paid when the funding is public. 

Whether the consideration is made depending on the financial resources of the NGO, or equally for all 

members, will all have implications… 

 

Seeking decentralized sources of funding is a way to guarantee independence; yet, this will necessarily 

translate into a further workload to respond to reporting demands of the different donors and into an 

increased constituency for which to be accountable.  

 

 

8.2. Context specific constraints: 

 

1. Timing (before emergency and not after):  

Setting up coordination mechanisms and structures in a timely manner is crucial.  However, a 

series of challenges are usually encountered: 

- Organizations have a tendency to fall in an “a posteriori” form of coordination, meaning that 

they report on their actual or planned activities once they have started, rather than fully 

benefiting from the results of coordination activities for the design and preparation of their 

activities.  

- Within the dynamic of conflict situations, there are different degrees of “emergency” that 

require more intense and specific forms of coordination.  The mechanisms to coordinate these 

“emergencies within the emergency” need to be established at an early stage in order to secure 

a prompt and relevant response. 

- Coordination structures need to be put in place at the time when agencies are starting to 

prepare a response to a certain humanitarian situation. Late coordination structures suffer from 

a considerable lack of credibility and legitimacy 

- Donors, however, are not keen on financing preparedness and contingency planning exercises, 

which often translates in lack of support to coordination structure’s roles in these 

circumstances.  

- In armed conflict situations it can be somewhat controversial to attempt coordinating a 

response when it is felt that efforts should concentrate on reaching peaceful resolutions. An 

example is the case of Iraq, prior to the war. 

 

 

2. Highly politicized contexts: 

The amount of on-going debates over a whole range of relevant issues that derive from the notion of 

“politicized contexts” is too extensive to be tacked in this paper, but a few that can be mentioned are: 
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- the trend to have humanitarian issues become mainstreamed into international relations, and 

more explicitly linked to efforts to enhance international peace and security10, thus making the 

objectives of official humanitarian assistance increasingly unclear. 

- The implications of the “war on terror” over humanitarian activities as elaborated in an HPG 

Briefing paper:  “ Humanitarian Action and the “Global War on Terror”: a review of trends 

and issues”11 and 

- The “politization of humanitarian aid” as explored in “A Bed for the Night” by David Rieff 

and discussed at the Dutch Red Cross Symposium on Ethics in Aid12 

 

Despite not being able to elaborate on the above, I would like to highlight some of the ways in which 

these issues affect directly coordination mechanisms: 

 

a. National identity: 

 Despite the non-governmental and neutral character of NGOs, politics – international and national – 

inevitably affect their interaction amongst one another and with other players.  The nationality of aid 

workers, and the place of origin of the NGO is inevitably perceived as linked to that country’s foreign 

policy and is not only increasingly affecting the acceptance of the NGO amongst the national 

community but also affects the interaction between the different NGOs themselves. Even international 

NGO movements such as MSF or Save the Children end up denominating their different sections 

according to their nationality (France or Belgium, UK or US).  NGOs have hardly overcome their 

national character and this has an impact on their identity whenever humanitarian efforts of NGOs 

follow military interventions of their governments (see cases of Afghanistan and Iraq) 

 

b. Independence, Neutrality and Impartiality of the coordination body:   

In the case of NCCI, there was a perception by some inside and outside Iraq that it had an “anti 

American” character. As a membership organization, the coordination body could hardly afford having 

its independence, neutrality and impartiality questioned as such.  The issue was assessed as part of the 

external evaluation, which identified the following reasons as potential contributions to the perception 

that NCCI was biased and partial: 

 

• The strong positions some NCCI members took vis a vis the war, the occupation, and the 

behavior of combatants were often raised at NCCI forums. NGOs not willing to engage in 

these types of debate often opted to not attend which led to their views not necessarily being 

represented.  Thus, NCCI could have been perceived as being too vocal on criticizing the 

coalition and the CPA. 

• NCCI also adopted a “no fraternisation” policy with respect to contact with combatants.  In 

Erbil, there was frequent mixing of NGO staff and coalition military in a social setting.  

NCCI’s usual absence from this setting was interpreted by some NGOs in the North as ‘anti-

Americanism’ and ‘stand-offishness’.  In the south, at roughly the same time, a business visit 

by NCCI staff to the US Military humanitarian operations centre (HOC) in Kuwait City was 

criticised by some members as ‘pro-Americanism’ and ‘currying favour’13; 

• The nationality of NCCI’s host NGO as well as the fact that the Executive board was mostly 

European, and its staff predominantly French, also contributed to doubts as to its neutrality 

and impartiality. 

Despite these, the evaluation concluded that “considerable contrary evidence emerged suggesting 

NCCI’s commitment to independence, impartiality and neutrality”: 

 

                                                 
10 The Changing Role of Official Donors in Humanitarian action: a review of trends and issues. Joanna Macrae. HPG Briefing n. 

5. December 2002.  ODI 
11 Adele Harmer and Joanna Macrae.  HPG Briefing n. 9. July 2003 
12 Is Humantiarianism Being Politized?  A reply to David Rieff.  Hugo Slim. Center for Humanitarian Dialogue Geneva The 

Duch Red Crescent Symposium on Ethics in Aid. The Hague. 8th October 2003. 
13 As a point of reference that may be helpful, the UN issued guidance to its staff in May 2003 counselling against socialization 

with coalition forces and the occupying power on the grounds that such contact could threaten perceptions of the UN’s neutrality 

and impartiality.  Presumably, all such guidance was meant also to apply to the interactions with the range of militias, 

paramilitary groups and armed opposition forces throughout Iraq.  See OCHA, General Guidance for Interaction between United 

Nations Personnel and Military and Other Representatives of the Belligerent Parties in the Context of the Crisis in Iraq, version 

3, May 2003, www.reliefweb.org. 

 

http://www.reliefweb.org/
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• one of NCCI’s geographic focal points is a major US-based organization; 

• an American national has served as a key member of the Executive Board; 

• US-based organizations have strong representation among the NCCI membership – 

InterAction members are well represented on the NCCI roster. Moreover, contact with 

Interaction was regularly maintained and plans where made for the executive coordinator to 

meet with Interaction. 

Management of real and perceived neutrality and impartiality is a veritable minefield in settings as 

politically charged as Iraq, where relatively minor lapses can have major consequences.  It bears 

mentioning, however, that neutrality and impartiality in Iraq has taken on a rather unique meaning in 

the prevailing conditions of severely constrained humanitarian space.  In virtually every other conflict 

in the world, the practice of neutrality by humanitarian organizations frequently means establishing 

working contact with all combatants to safeguard and expand humanitarian space and to minimize the 

effects of war on the civilian population.  The case of Iraq has been exceptional: most humanitarian 

agencies, NCCI included, have established working contact with only one set of combatants which, 

strictly speaking, is a departure from real and perceived neutrality and impartiality”14. 

 

 

c. Principles vs pragmatism:  

Highly politicized contexts strain considerably any existing frameworks and principles under which 

humanitarian agencies are supposed to operate and pose difficult questions over which means justify 

certain ends.  As the external evaluator reported over the particular case of Iraq: 

 

“The Iraq context places in sharper relief than elsewhere some of the most difficult, existential 

questions and programmatic and ethical questions which are presently defining and redefining 

relationships in the global assistance community15. The experience of NCCI in Iraq so far provides 

evidence that differences over humanitarian principles and organizational philosophies can be put 

aside in order to accomplish the operational tasks at hand.  However, this suggests a readiness to 

subordinate principle to pragmatism rather than to find ways to do more effective work in a more 

principled way.  Many of those who are struggling with the programmatic and ethical choices in Iraq 
fear that sacrificing principles to pragmatism may come at an unacceptable cost to the integrity and 

legitimacy of independent, impartial and neutral humanitarian work”16.   

 

Thus, in highly politicized contexts, coordination mechanisms need to assist and promote discussions 

amongst the NGO community in order to dissect which of the many ethical dilemmas raised by 

working in these types of contexts are humanitarian in nature and which not.  Only by asserting a 

humanitarian agenda will traditional humanitarian principles be of assistance in the definition of 

humanitarian action vis a vis and within the wider political environment. 

 

 

3. Military presence 

Related to the above are the dilemmas on how to liaise with military forces present in a country, which 

is becoming increasingly a reason of concern and disagreement amongst NGOs.  

 

Although experiences in Afghanistan and Iraq have resulted in attempts to develop guidelines on how 

to interact with military forces and how to use or not use military assets for humanitarian purposes, the 

actual day to day practice of these guidelines remains blurred given the exceptions and multiple 

considerations that NGOs face individually.  Examples are: 

 

Accepting military escorts:  in principle NGOs are not supposed to accept military escorts, yet, some 

NGOs would consider that having access to civilians in areas of tighten security risks would justify the 

use of these escorts.  

                                                 
14 Evaluation of the Iraq NGO Coordination and Security Office.  Greg Hansen. June 2004. 
15 For a summary of the issues, see Report of an International Mapping Exercise: The Future of Humanitarian Action, 

Implications of Iraq and Other Recent Crises, Alan Shawn Feinstein International Famine Centre, January 2004, 

http://hwproject.tufts.edu/pdf/Humanitarian.mapping.final.report.jan14.pdf. 
16 Evaluation of the Iraq NGO Coordination and Security Office.  Greg Hansen. June 2004 

http://hwproject.tufts.edu/pdf/Humanitarian.mapping.final.report.jan14.pdf
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Accepting military evacuations: once again, NGOs will normally attempt to prepare evacuation plans 

that do not involve military assets. However, in terms of a medical or security evacuation if the NGO 

has no other choice, these assets are requested and used.  

 

Accepting military funds or donations as well as needs-information: some military contingents 

actually carry out needs assessments in the geographical area where they are present. At times, they 

implement “relief” activities themselves (which is another contentious issue in itself) but other times 

they “offer” the results of their assessments as well as funds and/or relief items available to NGOs to 

have them implement the activities.  Again, in principle, NGOs would usually take the position that a) 

they carry out independent needs assessments as a basis of their programmes and b) they do not accept 

funding from combatants (even according to IHL, an occupying military force has an obligation 

towards providing assistance to civilians, it is not the role of NGOs to do it on their behalf).  Yet some 

NGOs have accepted both. 

 

Socializing with soldiers: for the same reason as in all cases above, NGOs would usually try to keep 

their real and perceived neutrality by avoiding non-professional interaction with members of military 

forces.  Yet, some NGOs do not share the feeling that giving a lift to soldiers in an NGO car, or 

allowing them to sleep in their premises and or being seen with them socializing in bars or restaurants 

may be a problem. 

 

All this brings us to heated debates in the field between military forces and humanitarian organizations 

whereby the latter attempt to advocate respect for “humanitarian space” and a clear definition of roles 

for all parties that would avoid the blurring of lines.  

 

Part of the responsibility for this blurring of lines originates from the military itself. Examples are their 

engagement in direct assistance and/or in issues related to strengthening civil society, when civilian 

assets could be utilized instead. At times, their lack of clear identification of military personnel and 

assets as such, which can be taken for civilian ones.  At other times, their “self-denomination” of 

military contingents as “humanitarian players”, as well as the use of civilian contractors employed on 

their behalf to carry out “humanitarian activities” as well, etc… 

 

However, much is to be said about the responsibility that NGOs have in this blurring of lines as well. 

NGOs do not share the same policy vis-à-vis these issues which results in 1) certain types of behavior 

that contribute directly to the loss of humanitarian space and 2) the absence of a unified position that 

can be strongly advocated towards the military itself.  

 

Reconciliation of the various NGO positions vis-à-vis this issue is an increasingly important element of 

field coordination mechanisms due to the impact these have on 1) the security of NGO staff on the 

ground and 2) on the development of the understanding and perceptions of what humanitarian work is. 

However, the challenges to be faced in attempting to find a common denominator is proportional to the 

importance of doing so.  

 

4. Access 

Access remains a critical factor in the delivery of humanitarian assistance.  It is estimated that 10 

million people in some 20 countries affected by complex emergencies are inaccessible by humanitarian 

agencies17 

 

Access entails quite a wide variety of constraints.  These start from the stages of the entry of 

humanitarian goods and humanitarian staff into the country to the extent to which areas within the 

country can be reached to deliver these goods to civilians in need. The problems in between can be 

many but are all contingent to the way humanitarian organizations are perceived by national authorities 

and the general population and the need for a framework that may guide relations between different 

players. The most predominant constraint to access today is the lack of security.  

 

Negotiating the entry of humanitarian goods and staff into the country is usually carried out with 

official parties (national authorities or the occupying power) and usually entail a series of 

                                                 
17 Strengthening the coordination of emergency humanitarian assistance of the United Nations.  General Assembly Economic and 

Social Council.  June 2004.  
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administrative procedures that can, at times, be sufficiently burdensome to constitute a means to 

restricting humanitarian access. 

 

Negotiating the movement of staff and goods of humanitarian agencies within the country may require 

negotiation both with official parties and with unofficial ones (militants, warlords, religious leaders, 

etc…).   

 

At the first level, NGOs face a particular challenge in establishing their legitimacy vis a vis authorities. 

International humanitarian conventions are evoked as a framework for right-based humanitarian access, 

yet, authorities, in turn, request from agencies some kind of “proof” of their humanitarian profile and 

“legitimate” intentions.  

 

Two examples can be given: 

Prior to the war in Iraq, considerations over the identification of NGOs were pondered and the UN 

was approached at a certain stage and requested to be the “entity” that would determine the 

legitimacy of NGOs vis a vis the Coalition Forces.  The UN refused to play this role.  At a later stage, 

NGOs approached directly the Coalition forces to request that some privilege, on the ground of 

“humanitarian access”, be granted to NGOs in accessing certain areas in a faster (and therefore more 

secure manner) by the Coalition forces.  Their response was positive but contingent to the 

establishment of a mechanism that would identify NGOs with “legitimate interests” vs others. A 

request was made for the NGO coordination body to determine this legitimacy, but once again it was 

something that it simply could not do as no NGO should be entitled to determine the legitimacy of 

others.  To date, the issue was not resolved.  

 

In OPT, AIDA (the Association of international development Agencies) had negotiated with the IDF the 

issuance of an AIDA membership card for member NGO staff that would be introduced to soldiers 

manning check-points with instructions to let the card-holders go through. The cards were written in 

English, Arabic and Hebrew and provided a contact number of an IDF official for further reference.  

 

However, obtaining the acceptance of NGOs to introduce this system had been relatively more 

challenging than obtaining the approval of the IDF to do so. NGOs, on one hand, do not like to give up 

their individual logos (and identity) to be substituted for that of an umbrella organization (even if 

everyone understands that soldiers at checkpoints cannot be given hundreds of copies of different 

identity cards).  This is a very legitimate stand: NGOs want to have to take responsibility over their 

own actions, rather than be placed under an umbrella of NGOs and have to assume the consequences 

of other NGOs misconduct or policy. Thus, some NGOs requested the membership card, and some 

didn’t.  The end result was that those that did not use the AIDA card came back complaining that the 

introduction of the card was now limiting their own access since soldiers only accepted those issued by 

AIDA and de-legitimized the rest. 

 

Thus, access and legitimacy constitute quite a difficult consideration to be made by the coordinating 

body.  While an ideal solution has not been found to solve this problem, the coordination mechanism 

does have a substantial role to play in the encouragement and organization of common action in 

regards of access.  This common action can be translated not only at an advocacy level but also at an 

operational one.   

 

Coordinated and common action amongst a group of NGOs has usually resulted in better negotiation 

for humanitarian access with different players than individual attempts, in particular with official 

parties. External pressures from the UN, donors and government representatives have usually proved 

useful to NGOs expression of limited access by a national authority.  Negotiation with unofficial 

entities is a whole different story.  

 

Negotiations of access to civilian populations with actors such as militias, religious or tribal leaders, 

social groups with military arms, etc… is also subject to the consideration of principles vs. pragmatism.  

While formal values and doctrines are often evoked, they are not necessarily the determining factor for 

positive results. Making sure that the NGOs interlocutors understand their nature of the organization, of 

their activities, motives and objectives as well as the principled framework under which they operate is 

crucial to setting a basis for respect of humanitarian principles. Understanding our interlocutor’s 

motives as well as the interactions and tensions between them and other groups and making sure a 

balance of engagement is adequately kept with all of them will be essential to not compromising the 
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real or perceived neutrality and impartiality of the agency.  This however, is specially challenging.  

Individual NGOs are always dependent on the particular informal “contacts” they manage to develop 

(mainly through their national staff members) and are often far from being able to understand the 

complexity of relations between the various groups involved.  

 

Coordination mechanisms have a role to play in liaising with formal entities for the negotiation of 

access and, to date, these have proved considerably successful.  Theoretically speaking, a wider role 

could be envisioned in advocating access with informal actors.  In order to do so in a manner that 

preserves the organization’s humanitarian principles, a way of achieving this would be through a wider 

information and awareness campaign of what NGOs are, what they stand for, how they operate and 

what their guiding values are.  However, it is precisely in highly insecure settings, such as Iraq, that 

NGOs opt for adopting a low profile of no visibility and restricted public campaigns, rather than 

address all relevant groups with further clarifications as to the nature of their work.  

 

I would like to end this section by highlighting that while “humanitarian access” is most frequently 

used to refer to the limitations expressed above, access is first and foremost a limitation – not of 

whether or not aid agencies can reach people in need- but of the extent to which the population has 

access to basic services.  It is in identifying these limitations and advocating towards relevant parties 

their resolution that NGO coordination mechanisms would have an extremely important role to play.  

Attempts to access people in need should always be accompanied by efforts to claim the right of these 

people to access basic services. 

 

 

5. Security  

 

“Acute insecurity makes coordination less effective, more difficult, more costly, more time consuming 

and more essential.  Information exchange is the lifeblood of effective coordination.  Insecurity has 

forced the vast majority of humanitarian organizations in Iraq to adopt a low profile.  This has 

generally decreased the accessibility of organizations and their willingness to share information about 

their programming, staff, plans, and security experiences”18. 

 

Yet, interagency collaboration and exchange of information regarding security is an increasingly 

important element of coordination, which tends to be considerably better than operational coordination, 

and at times, at the expense of operational coordination.  

 

However, apart from the constraints mentioned above with having security offices as complementary to 

coordination activities, coordination related to security suffers from similar constraints than operational 

coordination: 

- the lack of standardized security definitions and reporting forms that would allow for a 

comprehensive process of data gathering and analysis  

- the lack of capacity of individual agencies to gather and report information, but perhaps most 

important, 

- the difference in agency’s security-management styles and their different policies regarding 

the use of armed guards, armed escorts, etc… which often create disagreement and tensions 

amongst the NGO community and therefore restricts collaboration. 

 

6. Lack of information/access to information 

The lack of information is, again, a major challenge to coordination.  It has different elements: 

 

Available information (usually governmental statistics): We usually operate in contexts where there is a 

quantitative lack of information, in terms of simply missing statistics that would reflect on the situation 

in certain geographical areas or sectors, either because records have been lost in a conflict and/or 

because the government simply does not have the capacity to put in place the mechanisms to obtain up-

dated reliable statistics. In other contexts there is also a qualitative limitation to information when 

governments purposely manipulate basic statistic data to reflect their particular interests.  

 

                                                 
18  Evaluation of the Iraq NGO Coordination and Security Office.  Greg Hansen. June 2004. 
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Information gathering: If one considers the extensive presence of NGOs in some contexts, in terms of 

staff, implementing partners and geographical coverage, the actual sources of information are far 

reaching and the relevant information made available would be considerable, if only the mechanisms 

for collecting, formalizing and structuring it where put in place.  

The constraints, though, are various:  

1) NGOs obviously do collect information for themselves but do not necessarily make 

this information available to the rest of the community.   

2) In those contexts where NGOs do express a willingness to share information, the 

problem rises of not being able to agree on common indicators and methodologies for 

data collection.  NGOs usually turn to UN technical agencies for guidelines, but even 

within the UN, different agencies have different forms and mechanisms as well.  

3) There is always a tendency to focus on information on certain particular sectors at the 

expense of others.   

 

Coordination mechanisms will always face the limitation of having to rely extensively on the 

operational NGOs feeding them with information in order to be able to share it and make it available to 

other NGOs, unless it is mandated to develop its own information-collection mechanisms (in which 

case, see obstacles of institutionalized and operational coordination bodies) 

 

 

8.3. Structural constraints: 

 

1. Ideological resistance to coordination: 

The NGO sector is “complex, diverse, competitive and independent minded”. It is, therefore, true that 

the large numbers and variety of NGOs makes for anything “common” be an extremely challenging 

task.   Organizations often perceive coordination, not as a harmonizing factor of the different ways 

NGOs have, but rather, as a standardizing/homogenizing factor.  These NGOs, often take a passive role 

in coordination, as observers, only because they perceive coordination as a threat to their independence. 

 

2. Practical resistance to coordination: 

A more practical version of this reticence to coordinate is the attitude of some NGOs to believe that 

sharing information will affect their comparative advantage in, what often is, quite a competitive 

environment not only for available funds, but also- and increasingly- for available beneficiaries (!) 

 

3. Individual lack of knowledge and experience on coordination:  

A lot of these misconceptions are merely due to the lack of knowledge and experience of the particular 

individuals representing the NGO in the field or due to their own interpretation of previous 

experiences.  The topic of NGO’s challenges in recruitment is a subject in itself worth elaborating 

further. While I will not do so here, it should be noted that the individual lack of knowledge and 

experience of expatriate staff extends beyond coordination mechanisms to products of coordinated 

efforts such as code of conducts, the Sphere project, Do No Harm, etc… Many expatriates posted in the 

field are on their first missions, and while a briefing has been organized in HQ prior to the deployment, 

these sessions often do not extend to training of relevant guidelines or standards, which are a potential 

“common language for coordination activities”. 

 

4. Lack of organizational policy towards coordination:  

While part of the challenge can be attributed to individual lack of experience, it should also be said that 

successful NGO coordination stories have relied extensively on the belief, commitment and dedication 

that individual NGO representatives have expressed towards coordination efforts.  However, this 

individual disposition does not necessarily reflect an organizational policy towards coordination.  Few 

NGOs, such as Oxfam, have a clear policy of commitment towards it, and this is reflected in the type of 

briefing expatriates receive, to the resources and time expatriates are allowed to invest on coordination 

in the field.  This lack of policy results, once again, in the loss of institutional knowledge of 

experiences in other situations that are relevant to contexts to come. 

 

Coordination as a professional responsibility is often not made a matter of policy by the organization. 

Donors have a role in enforcing this. 

 

5. Lack of capacity and resources:  
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The capacity of NGOs in terms of human and information resources ranges from teams of 10-80 

international staff deployed in a country to teams of 2 or 3 expatriates, that have to oversee the overall 

operational functioning of the organizational as well as perform their representational tasks.  Such 

NGOs often find coordination meetings quite demanding in terms of the time and the efforts required 

to be invested. One could argue that given the possible impact of such a small organization, there is no 

big loss in their lack of coordination with others. However, the reality is that these small organizations 

constitute quite a larger part of the NGO sector and, put together, make for a considerable amount of 

resources invested in the field. It is true that coordination, when translated into: meeting after meeting 

and a series of information forms to be filled out, does take considerable time and energy. It is true also 

that efforts are being made to overcome this with the maximization of the use of IT for coordination 

purposes. However, the introduction of IT in coordination structures brings with itself another set of 

problems: decreased chance for open discussion, concentrates on the quantitative rather than the 

qualitative aspects of coordination and de facto results in a more passive approach to coordination. 

 

6. Feeling of misrepresentation:  

These same small NGOs, often southern European, Asian and Arab, feel widely misrepresented in 

coordination mechanisms. Not only given their different resources available – as stated above- but also 

in terms of something as basic as the facility to understand English. Coordination mechanisms are 

usually led and fueled by Anglo-Saxon NGOs (which are also the ones with more resources) and their 

predominant leadership is often intimidates the voice, independence and identity of the other NGOs. 

 

7. Technical and methodological differences in approaches: 

Part of the difference in the different technical implementation of activities, is due, as mentioned 

above, to the lack of knowledge or experience of individual expatriates posted in the field, but part of it 

is also due to an organizational positioning against common standards of implementation.  Sphere 

standards, for example, are widely accepted, but not by all NGOs. A number of them would say 

“emergencies cannot be treated according to similar pre-determined standards, because they all take 

place in particular contexts, cultures, etc”. Other protocols or definitions, such as the ones proposed by 

WHO, are often simply not considered relevant by other players in the community.  Even within the 

same NGO one often finds that a consistency in protocols is challenging…! I don’t think anyone would 

deny the importance of considering context when standards are to be applied.  However, substantial 

discussions in order to agree on a common technical and procedural language needs to take place. The 

task involves time, capacity, experience, knowledge and training. 

 

 

8. Donor policies:  

Coordination is not an explicit part of donor requirements for NGOs. ECHO, for example, does have a 

section in its project proposal application form where proof of active coordination is requested.  This is 

easily answered be stating membership of the NGO in whatever existing coordination mechanism there 

is or by stating attendance in OCHA organized meetings. However, www (who is doing what where 

forms) or statistics usually available by coordination bodies reflecting concentration of activity in 

geographical areas or sectors, is rarely requested as part of the funding proposal.  

 

Donors have a great role to play in the proper implementation of coordination. The subject of 

coordination amongst themselves and how much that still needs to be consolidated is a topic in itself 

and the challenges faced are explored in a paper by Nicola Reindorn and Anna Schimdt19, who describe 

their change of strategy and policy in regards to their role in humanitarian responses and how these 

changes impact coordination activities.  

 

However, as far as NGO field coordination mechanisms are concerned, a need for further donor 

commitment to coordination would be necessary in terms of 1) explicit donor requirements on grantees 

to better demonstrate actual participation in coordination initiatives by being able to elaborate on other 

player’s activities in one area or sector, 2) their actual financial support to these structures and 3) their 

recognition of the established coordination bodies are all essential to the effectiveness of the 

coordination effort. 

 

 

 

                                                 
19 Coordinating Humanitarian Action: The changing role of official donors. HPG briefing n. 7. December 2002. ODI 
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Accomplishments/Limitations of NCCI: 

 

Against the general objectives outlined at the beginning of this paper as background considerations for 

coordination mechanisms in the field, to what extend did NCCI meet its goals? 

 

Operational Results: 

- Humanitarian mapping:  NCCI was able to gather information on the number of NGOs, type 

of activity, geographical areas covered, and approximately the amount resources involved in 

the response.  However, quantifiable and verifiable need-related information was only 

available from the feedback obtained by the individual operational NGOs, which was not 

consistent and therefore did not create a wider picture as to sector and areas that would need 

prioritizing. 

- Resource allocation: while not obtaining feedback on specific budgetary allocations, NCCI 

databases provided reports on the technical sectors, geographical areas and target groups 

where concentration of aid was being provided as opposed to others 

- Program information exchange: exchange of programme activities and of technical 

methodologies for implementation was very much encouraged by NCCI and its members and 

did have positive results at the sectoral working group meetings. There are cases in which 

complementarity was achieved between one or more NGOs during these meetings and 

through the information made available, other cases in which one NGO would handover part 

of their project to another NGO that would have more interest or capacity. Duplication 

between NGOs was avoided in its entirety, although problems of duplication were constantly 

reported by NGOs in regards to American contractors and military units. 

- Joint planning and implementation: in situations such as the April Falujah and Najaf crisis, 

NGOs worked together on joint planning and responses to the urgent situation.  This joint 

planning was made at different levels: exchange of information on needs, contacts on the 

ground, negotiation of access, gathering of various resources from different agencies to be 

placed in a joint convoy, etc… 

- Standardization of guidelines and procedures:  while an agreement on common data 

collection methodologies and monitoring indicators was never achieved by NCCI, it should be 

mentioned that member NGOs of the watsan and education group did manage to work 

together to develop and agree on a series of technical standards and guidelines for their work 

in their particular sectors:  these included training methodologies, rehabilitation and furniture 

protocols for schools as well as rehabilitation protocols for compact units. 

 

Operational objectives: 

Thus, in terms of the quantitative objectives of coordination NCCI’s achievements and limitations it 

could be said that:  

1. While information on resources was collected and made available, and was reflective of the 

response capacity of players on the ground, qualitative information on actual needs, 

populations at risks was hardly obtained and thus, accountability as to the actual relevance and 

adequacy in the allocation of resources was not reached.  

2. Nevertheless, large amounts of information were circulated through NCCI’s coordination 

mechanisms, more than any other player on the ground, and informed decision-making and 

planning was very much encouraged by NCCI, transversally, in all its activities. A certain 

degree of harmonization of humanitarian strategies amongst actors involved was achieved at 

the implementation level despite being unsuccessful in doing so at the assessment stages. 

3. While this degree of harmonization was achieved, NCCI did miss the opportunity of 

contrasting these with standards of assistance such as those developed in the Sphere project.  

 

 

Policy Results 

In terms of advocacy, NCCI played a considerable role in: 

- Providing a forum where NGOs could work collectively, gain a common voice and lobby 

towards relevant stakeholders issues of common concern, which affected the humanitarian 

situation in Iraq, and the operations of the humanitarian community. These issues included: 

o Highlights on continuing humanitarian needs; 
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o the need for the security of Iraqi people to improve. 

o the need for the work of the UN to be operationally independent and clearly defined; 

o the need for the international community to contribute toward the growth of a truly 

independent and self-reliant Iraq; 

o The promotion of NGO’s participation in the development of NGO legislation in 

Iraq, with the aim of ensuring the free access of Iraqi people to humanitarian 

assistance and to preserve NGOs independence and free operational capacity. 

- NCCI often formally represented the collective decisions of NCCI members before authorities 

on policy and decision-making processes, including representation on sectoral aid committees.  

It also represented the NGO community in key international fora such as the International 

Donors Conference in Madrid and Dubai.  

 

In terms of information exchange NCCI was considerably committed to: 

- Providing as much quantitative and qualitative information as possible to contribute to well-

informed decision making activities by individual agencies.  These ranged from purely 

programmatic, technical, security-related, political, contextual and general relevant 

information that could affect in any way the work and presence of NGOs in the country. 

- NCCI also used information obtained from members in terms of needs and deterioration of 

specific areas to inform policies, priorities and actions relevant to humanitarian needs. 

- Promoting adherence to the Code of Conduct for the International Red Cross and Red 

Crescent Movement and NGOs in Disaster Relief. 

 

Policy objectives 

NCCI did play a considerable role in identifying issues pertinent to the conditions of the Iraqi people:  

their lack of security, the pockets of vulnerability found in different areas, the number and nature of 

affected populations as a result to sporadic crisis, etc… It also attempted to play a role in voicing these 

concerns and addressing different players involved calling for a respect to international conventions 

relevant to the protection of civilians at war.  

 

Moreover, NCCI encouraged a variety of discussion regarding of principles of intervention, relations 

with actors involved, maintaining humanitarian space, etc… 

 

These efforts, however, did reflect a series of shortcomings that could be resumed as follows: 

- the diversity of views and principles of NGOs present in the country matched with the 

stringent representational procedures that NCCI had meant that a number of policy initiatives 

did not always materialize into something concrete due to the opposition of some members.  

- The management of this diversity was not sufficiently addressed with increased pro-active 

actions such as the ones suggested by the external evaluation in terms of building capacity and 

creating a common language with and amongst NGOs present in the area.  

- NCCI became more a service provider than a forum where concrete policy objectives where 

achieved.  NCCI could have used and maximized the impact of its service provision role in 

order to achieve its wider objectives. 
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PART 3 
 

 

Conclusions: 

 

NGO Coordination bodies are a useful complement to other coordination mechanisms set in the field 

and are able to achieve a large part of the equation of the search for accountability.  However, NGO 

coordination bodies do face a wide range of challenges in their attempts to meet their objectives.  

While the constraints are various, a large part of them can be attributed to the increasing complexity of 

managing the large number of NGOs and their diversity in general, complexity that is exacerbated by 

the increasing need to do so as the implications of working in highly politicized settings unfold.  

 

As mentioned earlier, we know their minimum common denominator is to provide assistance and 

improve the situation of civilians. Yet, the interpretations and modalities as to how this assistance 

should take place are understood very differently from organization to organization. 

 

NGO field coordination bodies created on the basis of membership and with a role of facilitation have 

an essential role in resolving the frictions and frustrations that arise due to this diversity. Yet, it can 

only hope to manage, rather than resolve, these diversities.  

 

Managing diversity is a relatively new approach to managing equality. It is discussed in the framework 

of human resource management techniques and thus, usually refers to individuals vis a vis 

organizations.  However, the principle in itself is applicable to individual organizations vis a vis a 

consortium or membership organization. The managing diversity approach recognizes and values  

(rather than dilutes) difference and culture as a positive, rather than negative factor, for achieving the 
goals of an organization. Thompson and DiTomaso put it as: 

“multicultural management perspective fosters more innovative and creative decision making, 

satisfying work environments, and better products because all people who have a contribution to make 

are encouraged to be involved in a meaningful way… More information, more points of view, more 

ideas and reservations are better than fewer”20.  

 

In order to positively “mainstream” NGO diversity by a coordination group, the external evaluation of 

NCCI suggested the following as a potential mechanism to “manage diversity in membership”.  It 

should be noted that this suggestion also includes a secondary and (very relevant) purpose which is that 

of building NGO capacity: 

 

“NCCI could attempt to bridge these interpretational gaps and increase the added value to its 

members and others by working with members to identify opportunities for further unifying and 

equipping the assistance community. These could include the identification of seminar issues and 

training opportunities and serving as host / organizer for such initiatives. The primary purpose would 

be to enhance the skills of international and national NGOs and other actors to enable more effective 

and more informed policy choices, planning, decision-making and operations in Iraq.  However, 

experience in other conflict settings suggests that such activity by NGO consortia promotes a common 

language and orientation of approach among members and others and, as such, it typically has a 

unifying influence on the assistance community.  Trainings / seminar topics could include Sphere 

Minimum Standards, Code of Conduct, Civil-Military Relations, International Humanitarian Law, 

Security Management, Do No Harm / Peace & Conflict Impact Assessment, and so on. 

Thus, NCCI should seek funding for a modest training programme, creating a ‘training and 

development coordinator’ position for a national staff person based in Baghdad.  A degree of cost-

recovery should be factored into the proposal to encourage a sense of ownership among participants.  

The primary aim of this training would be to respond to training needs in the assistance community.  A 

secondary goal would be to allow NCCI, as a membership organization and representative body, to 

engage in greater and more effective advocacy, but at "arms length" and in a way that promotes a 

greater sense of community among members, observers and others.  The objectives should be: 

                                                 
20 Human Resource Management. Derek Torrington, Laura Hall and Stephen Taylor. 5th Edition. Prentice Hall. Financial times.  

Pp. 370-72 
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- to further equip the NGO community and others with selected tools to enable more informed 

policy choices, planning, and operations in Iraq; 

- to promote a more common language and orientation of approach among NCCI members and 

others, as part of a broader NCCI advocacy strategy, thus helping to clarify how advocacy 

objectives can be sorted, prioritized and pursued; 

- to help ensure that the staff of member and observer organizations are sufficiently equipped to 

do their jobs with the highest possible degree of safety in Iraq; 

- to promote greater participation of members and observers in NCCI coordination and 

security efforts. 

 

A more pro-active approach by the coordination mechanism to create increased common denominators 

and bring NGOs, with different policies an modus operandi, together into forums of debate and 

discussion, would only result in an enrichment of the approaches of all of them.  

 

This approach would not only shorten the policy gap between NGOs but would also have a direct 

impact on the quality enhancement focus. The challenge of the coordination body would still be to 

attempt to reflect the extent to which certain standards are being met, but increasing knowledge and 

awareness of these in the field would be an appropriate start.  

 

Finally, these activities could also benefit NGO’s crosscutting element of capacity building for their 

national staff. Their role in the presence, operationality and impact of the NGO is undeniable, thus, 

improvements of their knowledge and capacities can only be beneficial, as well, to the results of the 

NGOs activities.  

 

 

 

Recommendations: 

 

1. Emergent NGO field coordination mechanisms need to be supported. While it is important 

that its set up is determined upon the initiative of NGOs present in the field, rather than 

externally, external assistance should be made available whenever required.  

 

2. Donors have a role in this support (not only financial but also in terms of sharing information 

on previous experiences) as well as OCHA, in determining a space for complementarity and 

appropriate collaboration mechanisms 

 

3. However, a substantial role could be played by existing NGO platforms such as ICVA, 

Interaction and SCHR in serving as a point of reference by: 

 

a. Creating a space for analysis and reflection on lessons learned from experience 

b. Creating a pool of expertise and making available mechanisms and/or tools 

previously developed for the purpose 

c. Creating further links of support between these field coordination mechanisms and 

NGO platforms at HQ level, where operational and advocacy issues can be promoted 

and discussed amongst and by both parties. 

 

4. In regards to the new problematics facing humanitarian work (the implications of operating in 

highly politicized contexts, the increased security restrictions, etc…) both parties (field and 

HQ NGO platforms) have a role to play in promoting discussions amongst NGOs at the field 

and HQ level regarding the development of policies and attitudes vis a vis these issues: the re-

definition of the “humanitarian agenda”, the roles of the different actors involved, and, within 

that framework, the development of more comprehensive codes of conduct that would assist 

NGO staff to operate in these environments.  

 

5. In regards to the management of NGO diversity, again, both at a field and HQ level, NGO 

coordination mechanisms have an interest in identifying seminar issues and training 

opportunities with the purpose of: 
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g. enhancing the skills of international and national NGOs and other actors to enable 

more effective and more informed policy choices, planning, decision-making and 

operations. And subsequently 

h. promoting a common language and orientation of approach among members and 

others thus having a “unifying influence” on the assistance community 

 

6. These training activities would serve as a first step towards the qualitative aspect of 

coordination in so far as it will make organizations and their staff in the field better equipped 

with the knowledge of operational quality standards. However, the actual role and the way in 

which coordination mechanisms could able to identify and report on the extent to which 

programmes are implemented qualitatively (i.e. matched against recognized and known 

standards such as the Sphere projects) needs further discussion and the development of 

concrete recommendations.  
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