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ERF Expanded Humanitarian Response Fund (Managed by UN 

OCHA)

 

IAU 

 

Interagency Information Analysis Unit (UN OCHA)

 

INGO 

 

International Non-Governmental Organisation

 

IRFFI 

 

International Reconstruction and Recovery Facility for Iraq

 

KRG 

 

Kurdish Regional Government

 

LNGO 

 

Local (Iraqi) NGO
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Multi-National Force-Iraq 

NMFA 

 

Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs

 

NRC 

 

Norwegian Refugee Council

 

OCHA 

 

(United Nations) Office for Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs

 

PDS Public Distribution System (Iraq s universal food entitlement 
programme)
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Executive Summary 

Introduction 

  
The study Research to Improve the Effectiveness of INGO Activities and Future 
Humanitarian Coordination in Iraq was undertaken by the Norwegian Refugee 
Council (NRC) between January and July 2009, in collaboration with the United 
Nations Office for Coord ination of Humanitarian Action (OCHA) and with 
funding from the Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs (NMFA). The objectives 
of the study were to:  

   

Provide strategic d irection to future humanitarian INGO operations in Iraq; 
and 

 

Support future coord ination between humanitarian actors, in Iraq and 
elsewhere.

 

The study was undertaken by a team comprised of two international and four 
Iraqi researchers. Interviews were conducted with 47 Iraqi NGOs (LNGOs) in 13 
Governorates, includ ing in the autonomous Kurd ish region and in the North, 
Central and Southern Iraq. Interviews were also conducted with bilateral donors, 
UN Agencies and international NGOs (INGOs), in Amman, Baghdad and Erbil.

 

The Emergence of an Iraqi NGO Sector 

  

A viable NGO sector has emerged in Iraq. Iraqi NGOs made a significant 
contribution to delivering humanitarian assistance, channelling both national 
and international resources. Most LNGOs were established as security conditions 
began to deteriorate (2003-

 

2005). With little or no prior experience, LNGOs 
accepted high levels of risk and adapted to deteriorating conditions and 
changing needs. Women and IDPs were among the main beneficiary

 

groups. 
Programmes addressed needs related both to post-2003 conflict and long-term 
deprivation from basic services, dating back to the Iran Iraq War.  

 

Iraq s NGO community showed signs of consolidating and maturing after a 
period of rapid expansion. The estimated number of LNGOs was between 6300 
and 12,000, from no organisations in 2003. There was evidence of improvements 
to overall effectiveness (strengthening of management and programme systems). 
However, the majority of LNGOs operate outside of international partnerships 
and are not registered with the Government. Profiling is d ifficult and there was 
anecdotal evidence from the field study that a significant number of LNGOs are 
not cred ible. Verification is d ifficult given prevailing security conditions, and in 
the absence of an enforceable regulatory framework. 

 

LNGOs in the autonomous Kurdish region were better established than in all 
other parts of Iraqi. Kurdish organisations work under more permissive security 
and political conditions. Organisations in the sample group were established as 
early as 1988, with the median age of Kurd ish organisations being almost three 
times greater than in the rest of Iraq. No Kurd ish LNGO reported significant 
d isruption to their operations in the Kurd ish region resulting from security 
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threats or violence. As a result, Kurd ish LNGOs appeared to have greater 
experience and institutional capacity. 

 
Security was the most important challenge facing LNGOs. There were three 
sources of threat: (i) being caught in acts of violence on a random basis; (ii) 
targeted violence from armed groups who considered NGOs to be a foreign 
concept, or in competition with trad itional structures of authority (religious or 
tribal), and ; (iii) suspicion of collaboration with an international organisation. 
In response, LNGOs adopted a security strategy combining a low profile, 
acceptance and personnel security measures. Emphasis was placed on 
integration into communities, and developing relations with local authority, 
including state and non-state authority. 

 

The profile of LNGOs was determined by the dynamics of violence and the 
fragmentation of Iraqi society.

 

As Iraqi society fragmented after 2005 along 
sectarian lines, LNGOs were required to adopt the identities of their host 
communities. For

 

example, some LNGOS adopted religious names while 
previously they were secular, as a strategy for gaining acceptance and protection. 
Many LNGOs are affiliated with the local authorities, religious and/or tribal, that 
filled the power vacuum left by the collapsing central government. Their close 
relationship with beneficiary communities was demonstrated by large volunteer 
memberships and the ability to mobilise local resources. The narrow identities 
adopted during the peak of sectarian violence (2006/7) may

 

be an impediment to 
expanding operations in the future. 

 

International Organisations 

 

A consolidation is occurring within the International NGO community. INGOs 
are under significant pressure to transfer their operational capacities from 
Amman into Iraq. Donors are reducing their supporting to Amman-based 
INGOs with operations in Iraq using remote management. Many INGOs also 
reported conducting internal assessments, to identify whether: (i) there are 
unique roles for their organisation, and ; (ii) their organisation has the capacity to 
function in Iraq s high risk environment. INGOs (re-)entering Iraq will face a 
knowledge-intensive and costly challenge. Several organisations in the INGO 
sample groups ind icated the appropriate conditions for programming in Iraq do 
not exist, and withdrawal was under consideration. 

 

A similar consolidation is occurring for INGOs with operations inside of Iraq.  
Opportunities for INGOs formerly working under the protection of MNFI or 
armed private security protection have d iminished . They appeared to have weak 
community-level support, were unable to re-position within an acceptance 
framework and/or could not absorb the cost of maintaining armed protection. 
These INGOs formerly delivered a significant portion of humanitarian assistance. 
In contrast, opportunities for organisations relying on acceptance-based 
strategies appeared to be increasing. While delivered only a small portion of 
assistance after security conditions deteriorated , they had stronger relationships 
inside Iraq to support programme expansion. Acceptance-based INGOs will also 
have significantly lower security-related overheads. 
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Donors have reduced funding for humanitarian assistance and transferring 
their representation into Iraq. There was a consensus among bilateral donors 
that the humanitarian situation has improved significantly. They also noted the 
increased capacity of the Iraqi government to address humanitarian issues. As a 
result, all donor agencies interviewed have reduced humanitarian assistance to 
Iraq. Some showed interest in supporting initiatives to strengthen civil society. 
At the same time, most donors are gradually moving their representation into 
Baghdad and appeared to be strengthening bilateral cooperation.   

 

The United Nations system is expanding its footprint inside Iraq.

 

The United 
Nations has increased its presence inside the Green Zone, and is moving 
personnel to six hubs throughout Iraq. The transfer of operational capacity gives 
the UN greater cred ibility and capacity to programme, gather data and 
coord inate. However, UN agencies remain largely confined to their bases, and 
the movement of personnel is heavily restricted . Responsibility for the security 
will rest with the Government of Iraq, once transferred from the MNFI. Details of 
the new security arrangements with Government were still under negotiation, 
and there were serious questions about the capacity of Iraqi Forces to provide 
effective protection. The UN s field capacity, therefore, will continue to be 
constrained even as it expands.

 

Improved Security and Humanitarian Situation

  

The security situation in Iraq has improved significantly. The number of 
security incidents nation-wide declined from almost 5000 in August 2007 to 700 
in July 2008. The trend was constant over time, and has occurred in all 
Governorates. Over the same period , the number of conflict-related casualties 
also declined to 15 percent of 2007 levels, although civilians continue to be 
d isproportionately affected . UN data was supported by a strong perception 
among Iraqi NGOs that the situation in their operating environment has 
improved . However, LNGOs qualified that a reduction of security incidents did not 
translate d irectly into a reduction of risk

 

to their operations. Many of the persons 
or entities responsible for past violence still have an operational capacity and 
continue to pose a latent threat. 

 

The current direction of security trends was unclear. There was a spike in 
violence in the period following the withdrawal of US troops to bases (30 June 
2009) and leading to the 2010 elections. Many armed groups retain an operational 
capacity, with some attempting to destabilise the Government and enhance their 
own position in the power vacuum left the US. There are also substantive and 
unresolved issues at the political level. Negotiations over the d isputed Kurd ish-
Arab internal boundaries are in essence a debate over the delegation of power 
within Iraq s federal system and , therefore, about the nature of the state itself. 
Regard less, no stakeholder anticipated a return to the 2006/7 levels of sectarian 
violence. Rather, Iraqi informants expected continuing political tensions and an 
extended period of low intensity conflict, focused in urban areas. 

 

Despite acute humanitarian needs remaining unmet, there is currently no 
humanitarian crisis in Iraq. The position of the UN, donors and Government 
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was that Iraq now has pockets of vulnerability located in geographically 
defined areas and in some population groups. Some INGOs contested the 
analysis, but the study d id not find data or assessments that would support an 
alternative conclusion. There was a consensus among stakeholders that 
improvements have resulted from: (i) greater capacity in the Government of Iraq 
to address humanitarian needs; (ii) an overall reduction of conflict-related 
humanitarian needs; (iii) long term needs related to severe deprivation from 
basic services are still present, and remain acute in some regions and populations 
groups, and ; (iv) new needs related to climate-shock are emerging, with Iraq s 
two-year old drought affecting 39 percent of crop land and causing d isplacement 
from rural areas.  

 

Future humanitarian needs may include:  

  

Conflict-related humanitarian needs, which continue to exist regard less of 
the overall security improvements. The trend may be towards more localised 
events;  

  

Conflict-related needs along the Kurdish Arab seam , where there is a 
higher potential for violence. Some organisations were prepositioning 
capacity on the Kurdish side of the border;

  

Refugees and IDPs will remain a significant long-term challenge.

 

Sectarian 
conflict and d isplacement have significantly altered Iraqi s demographics. 
Only 20 percent of IDP have returned to their place of origin since 2006, and 
the rate of return is unlikely to improve under current conditions; 

  

Persons affected by deprivation from basic services, where the impact of 
deprivation is severe enough to be considered humanitarian. The needs for 
water, sanitation and health services were particularly acute; 

  

Significant protection needs, existing throughout the country.

 

These relate 
to ongoing sectarian, political and criminal violence. There is a need to 
strengthen protections against the arbitrary use of state power. Addressing 
corruption was also noted by LNGOs as a key issue;   

  

Acute vulnerability affecting specific populations: Women, young women 
and female-headed households have been seriously affected by inter-
communal violence; domestic violence and abuse, includ ing a significant 
incidence of honour killings, and ; Youth, who are form the largest 
demographic group in Iraq but who are deprived of opportunity; 

  

Emergency preparedness, and responding to climate shock (drought) and 
natural disasters; and

  

Strengthening the advocacy capacity of LNGOs on related issues. There is 
little related work, given security concerns and the risk of establishing a 
public profile.
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Limited Effectiveness of Humanitarian Coordination 

 
Coordination within the INGO community had only limited effectiveness. 
Most INGO activity occurred through the NGO Coord ination Committee in Iraq. 
NCCI made an important and early contribution to research and coord ination. 
However, more recently it has received less support from the INGO community 
and donors. Tensions between INGOs and the UN system have also reduced the 
NCCI s effectiveness. A decision on whether to d issolve the NCCI coord ination 
structure appeared imminent. There was no evidence of plans to put a new 
structure in place, or if INGOs had the interest or energy to invest. Should this 
occur, there would be no independent INGO coordination.   

 

The United Nations is attempting to expand its coordination capacity. There 
was some evidence of success, in the UN-supported advocacy campaign around 
the proposed Iraqi NGO law. OCHA is also developing its field capacity, both for 
data gathering and coord ination of UN and INGO activities. The field visit to 
Erbil observed that OCHA capacity is growing, and its role is productive and 
appreciated in coord inating UN and INGO activity. Regard less, the UN s 
capacity will remain limited by security restrictions in the field, and longstanding 
tensions between the UN and INGOs in Amman.  
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Guidance on Future INGO work in Iraq 

The study noted the following considerations will influence future INGO 
programme decisions in Iraq:  

 
Improvements in security create the conditions for (re)-entry to Iraq. However, 
Iraq will remain a high-risk programme environment for the foreseeable 
future.

 

The situation is unpred ictable and may be reversed in some parts of the 
country, with Northern and Central Governorates appearing vulnerable. The 
primary risk is security, but programme, financial and reputation risk are also 
significant. 

 

Significant humanitarian needs remain, despite security improvements. 
Security-related needs may shift to reflect the more localised nature of the 
current violence. At the same time, improvements create an opportunity to 
address: 

  

Humanitarian needs emerging from long-term deprivation from basic 
services and protection;

  

The situation of IDPs, returnees and vulnerable groups, includ ing female-
headed and low-income households;

  

Emerging issues related to climate shocks and disaster preparedness; and

  

Capacity development for Iraqi organisations, as well as new efforts to 
engage in public advocacy. There is also an interest among

 

some donors for 
activities to strengthen civil society. 

 

The Government of Iraq will assert its authority, in aid coordination and other 
areas.

 

The Government is attempting to re-assert Iraqi sovereignty after a period 
of occupation, move back into key areas of service delivery and more closely 
manage the international presence. Relations with authorities will be increasingly 
important, as will the question of legal status.  

 

There will be a decline in international financial assistance to Iraq, for 
humanitarian, recovery and development activities. Donors assess Iraq as a 
middle income country. They will gradually shift to technical assistance and 
commercial cooperation while reducing the size of their aid portfolios. Donors 
are adopting a less-tolerance approach towards

 

corruption and financial or 
material leakage, increasing the need for robust management and oversight.

 

Donors and Iraqi counterparts will expect INGOs to establish field operations 
inside Iraq. As security conditions improve, remote management modalities are 
increasingly unacceptable. There will be less funding for programmes managed 
on this basis. At the same time, the process of entering Iraq is gradual and 
requires significant investment to conduct assessments and build relations. Such 
investments can be lost if conditions deteriorate.
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Organizations establishing operations in Iraq must have the capacity to: 

  
Work in accordance with an acceptance-based strategy, developed closely 
with Iraqi counterparts; 

   
Continually assess complex and shifting dynamics, with advice and support 
from counterparts and, therefore;

  
Maintain programmes that are management, knowledge and relationship 
intensive. 

 

A viable Iraqi NGO community is emerging, and organisations are 
consolidating. As a result, there is an increasing number of potential 
counterparts for joint programming. However, in the absence of a regulatory 
framework, a large number of LNGOs are not credible. 

 

Iraqi NGOs work in complex and high risk environments. Exceptional 
measures are still required to avoid compromising their security. Iraqi partners 
should be deeply involved in assessment processes, and care must be taken to 
avoid imposing external priorities. These sensitivities must be balanced with 
growing donor and INGO requirements for oversight, accountability and 
evaluation.  

 

Intermediary roles for INGOs will decline.

 

UN agencies and donors are 
establishing their own presence in Iraq, and build ing d irect relations with Iraqi 
counterparts. There will be fewer opportunities for INGOs to work

 

in 
management and oversight functions, between donors and LNGOs. Where 
existing, these opportunities will go to INGOs that have established field 
operations and viable local partnership. At the same time, there will be 
opportunities for new forms of joint programmes between INGOs and LNGOs. 

  

INGO coordination will remain weak, or non-existent. In the absence of 
effective coordination, INGOs establishing an expat presence in Iraq have limited 
access to services and analysis, particularly the sharing of information on 
security conditions and joint advocacy with official organisations. Field 
coord ination through the UN system appears to be improving, and is an 
alternate source of information and services. Regard less, UN forums are not 
targeted to specific INGO needs and there will be gaps which INGOs will need to 
fill from their own capacity.  

 

Sources of data are improving, as Iraqi capacity and international presence in 
Iraq both expand.

 

The recent World Bank and Government of Iraq poverty 
assessment is notable. However, there is still a significant gap in data from the 
sub-governorate level, to support programme assessment.   
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Introduction  

1.1 Objectives of the Study 

The study Research to Improve the Effectiveness of INGO Activities and Future Humanitarian 
Coordination in Iraq was undertaken by the Norwegian Refugee Council (NRC) between 
January and July 2009, in collaboration with the United Nations Office for Coord ination of 
Humanitarian Action (OCHA) and with funding and support from the Norwegian Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs (NMFA). 

 

The objectives of the study were to:  

  

Provide strategic direction to future humanitarian INGO operations in Iraq; and

  

Support future coordination between humanitarian actors, in Iraq and elsewhere. 

1.2 Scope of Research  

The study focused on the experience of International and Iraqi Non-Governmental 
Organisations, delivering humanitarian assistance in Iraq during the period 2003 to 2008. 
The role and experience of the Government of Iraq, donor and multilateral organisations, 
principally the United Nations Assistance Mission to Iraq (UNAMI) and United Nations 
humanitarian agencies was taken into consideration, to the extent they influenced NGO 
activities. 

  

The scope of research included five areas:  

  

The current humanitarian context and the future role of INGOs; 

  

Operational challenges and responses; 

  

Partnerships between international and Iraqi NGOs, 

  

Humanitarian coordination; and 

  

The loss and protection of humanitarian space.1

  

1.3 Methodology 

The Terms of Reference for the study Research to Improve the Effectiveness of INGO Activities 
and Future Humanitarian Coordination in Iraq

 

were first approved in 2008, based on the 
assumption that humanitarian operations in Iraq would expand; improved security 
conditions would lead to better access. The original objectives, therefore, focused on means 
to scale up operations. However, initial find ings of the study (March 2009) ind icated there 
had been an overall improvement in the humanitarian situation. In response, the Terms of 
Reference were updated to: (i) focus on strategic guidance to humanitarian INGOs in the 

                                                     

 

1

 

 The Terms of Reference

 

for Research to Improve the Effectiveness of INGO Activities and Future 
Humanitarian Coordination in Iraq are included as Annex One.
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changing context; and (ii) strengthen the field research component of the methodology, 
noting that limited information and analysis was available on Iraqi organisations.    

 
The research team was comprised of: 

  
Two international researchers, with responsibility for the project management, 
document review, interviews with international stakeholders (in Amman, Erbil and 
Baghdad) and final drafting of the report;

  

One Amman-based Iraqi

 

researcher, with responsibility for liaison between the Iraqi and 
international researchers, as well as field research in Iraq; 

  

Three Iraqi researchers, with responsibility for interviews with Iraqi organisations; and  

  

A Steering Committee comprised of representatives from the Norwegian Refugee 
Council and OCHA, providing guidance to the overall process.

  

The study involved four informant groups; bilateral donors, UN Agencies, International 
NGOs (INGOs), based in Amman and Erbil, and Iraqi NGOs (LNGOs). Two Iraqi ministries 
were consulted at their offices in Baghdad . The field study sampling included 47 Iraqi non-
governmental organisations. The LNGOs were identified from two sources: (i) the majority 
were known to the Expanded Humanitarian Response Fund

 

(ERF), and identified in d iscussion 
with OCHA,2

 

and; (ii) a smaller number of organisations came on recommendation from 
Amman-based INGOs. 

 

The study attempted to build a representative geographic sampling of LNGOs that covered 
15

 

of Iraq s 18 Governorates:

  

Fifteen LNGOs were located in the Northern Governorates, includ ing: (i) nine LNGOs 
from the three  Kurd ish Governorates (Dahuk, Erbil and Sulaymaniyah), and (ii) six 
from three northern Arab Governorates (Ninewa, Kirkuk and Diyala); 

  

Seventeen LNGOs from the Central Governorates of Iraq (includ ing ten sectors of 
Baghdad city from Shiite and Sunni areas)

 

), Anbar (Ramadi) and Babel; and

  

Fifteen LNGOs from the five Southern Governorates (Basra, Al-Qadisiyah, Diqar, 
Missan, Najaf and Karbala).

 

The methodology

 

was based on four steps, which combined a document review with close 
to 90 interviews in Amman and Iraq, and analysis from international and Iraqi-based 
consultants: 

 

1.3.1 Step One: Document Review and Initial Interviews:   
The review team gathered documents from INGOs, United Nations and donor sources and 
in the public domain, and identified main find ings. Twenty two initial interviews 
conducted in Amman with principle stakeholders, includ ing 15 INGOs, four UN Agencies 
and five bilateral donors. The interviews

 

were conducted between January and March 2009, 
with the objective of confirming the research framework, gathering baseline information and 
organising the main field research.

 

                                                     

 

2

 

 The ERF is managed by OCHA 
http://ochaonline.un.org/Default.aspx?alias=ochaonline.un.org/iraq

 

http://ochaonline.un.org/Default.aspx?alias=ochaonline.un.org/iraq



