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DEFINITIONS

Coordination: Is actually a sub-set and an outcome of good management practice; a concept not universally acknowledged in the world of international aid, even in the UN system where it tends to be an end in itself rather than a means to an end. It is therefore defined here as the management science of realising maximal allocative efficiencies where the contrary forces of inter-dependence and competition interact.

Humanitarian Crisis: A situation where a society’s  resilience, and its abilitiy to care and cope in the face of disaster has been fractured to the point where excess morbidity and/or mortality require additional external inputs for the continued survival of those most ‘at risk’.

Needs Assessment: Often carried out in imperfect conditions and in the presence of many ‘confounders’, assessment of humanitarian ‘need’ is often seen in empirical terms and using ‘northern’ logics. It should be more ‘holistic’, however. The ‘need’ or requirement for supplementary feeding, for example, goes beyond an estimation of the ‘nutritional deficit’ among a given ‘at-risk’ population which is deduced as part of a ‘medico-centric’ construct, to encompass qualitative as well as quantitative concepts of ‘hazard’, ‘risk’, ‘vulnerability’, and ‘resilience’. 

Partner: This term is misused. For the UN system and most donors, ‘partners’ means ‘implementing partners’ in the sense that one party has contractual obligations to the other for a limited time. Not all agencies with health components in their aid programmes therefore qualify as ‘partners’. What they are, and must be, therefore, are ‘peer agencies’, all of whom should be seen as ‘potential’ partners. All humanitarian agencies have vested interests. Partnership, therefore, is the route by which these interests become complementary rather than competitive; constructive rather than destructive.

Role of Clusters: Clusters assume a ‘coordinating’ function that oscillates between facilitation and cooperation. Its role is to complement, and, where government is dysfunctional or non-existent, to supplement government capacity to lead and manage sectoral aspects of crisis; to act independently as ‘honest broker’ in advising all stakeholders of appropriate technical and managerial (best-) practices; and to facilitate consensual decision-making (including through enhanced information management systems). Cluster partners should engage in programme implementation wherever clear comparative advantage can be demonstrated.

What Clusters cannot do is coordinate in the hierarchical line-management sense. Firstly, it has no mandate with its peer non-governmental agencies to do so, which leaves them free to ‘cherry-pick’ what they want to do; and second, it is the government of the country concerned that must assume its responsibilities on behalf of its population. 

Consensus Management: is the antithesis of a ‘macho’, top-down management style based on hierarchical (often military) models comprising levels of authority, unity of command, line control, and staff function. It is instead based on a participatory approach where the representation is collective, rather than individual. This style of management does not imply dilution of responsibility or accountability, rather the transferring of authority to a network or partnership. These relationships may be ‘formalised’ using ‘Memoranda of Understanding’, or equivalent, but nevertheless remain fluid and dynamic.

Peer Review: a voluntary process by which (SAG) members agree to subject their programme proposals and technical guidelines to the scrutiny of all other ‘peer-group’ members (and those they represent)

Transition:  According to ICRC, ‘transition’ is a period of indeterminate duration which constitutes the prolongation of an armed conflict where confrontation has ended or at least died down, generally following a ceasefire or peace agreement. Though this is often referred to as a post-conflict situation, it can equally be a conflict situation. For the World Bank, the ‘transitional period’ marks a distinct phase in a country’s linear progression to ‘development’ where democratisation is underpinned by macro-economic stabilisation. From the host government perspective, ‘transition’ marks that time where confidence is restored and capacities are built in order to organise the transfer of aid management from an external, foreign-led approach to a nationally-led one at a pace that satisfies the sensitivities of all partners. For humanitarian actors, ‘transition’ is that phase on the relief-to-development continuum where short-term life-saving measures are progressively superseded by moves to more sustainable longer-term rehabilitation, capacity-building, and development programmes. Of course, since the reality is more usually a series of dynamic, inter-connected, and sometimes reversing contiguua, almost any definition is possible.

Holistic:  An approach which is all-inclusive, both in terms of engaging the widest possible range of decision-makers, and in covering the widest possible set of variables focused on a given product outcome. Malaria control, for example, which is frequently limited to diagnosis, application of treatment protocols, residual spraying of insecticides, and distribution of bed-nets when it could, and should, include education in water management at household and agricultural level. 

Integrated:  A sectoral approach which sees maximum synergistic effect between related sub-sectoral components. In health, for example, managing any given risk to a population’s health might, at any given moment in time, include aspects of nutrition, solid waste management, water quality control, education, agricultural diversity as well as medical interventions. In addition, social, cultural, and political implications require management. All of this will include myriad UN agencies, a range of non-governmental actors, more than one host-country Ministry, and multiple donors. 

Satisficing: A decision-making strategy which attempts to meet criteria for adequacy, rather than identify an optimal solution. A satisficing strategy may often, in fact, be near optimal if the costs of the decision-making process itself, such as the cost of obtaining complete information, are considered in the outcome.
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