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This guidance material draws heavily on the Health Cluster Guide prepared by 
the global Health Cluster and the WASH Cluster Coordination Handbook 
prepared by the global WASH Cluster, both in 2009. FAO is grateful to have 
been able to benefit from the valuable work done by those global clusters 
complementing the general cluster-related guidance issued by the IASC and 
OCHA. Much of the text in the present draft is adapted (and condensed) from 
the Health and WASH cluster documents. This not only reduces unnecessary 
duplication of effort but also means that there is reasonable consistency in the 
guidance provided to country-level staff implementing the cluster approach in 
different sectors. 

We would like to thank the following people for contributing to this guidance: 
Aziz Arya, Rajendra Aryal, Simon Boas, Zinatou Boukary, Anastasia Clafferty, 
Jose Luis Fernandez, Anna Gades, Luc Genot, Tesfai Ghermazien, Sofie Green, 
Mahbubul Hoque, Keletso Legodi, Christophe Loubaton, Manuele Moncada, 
Belihu Negesse, Vincent O’Reilly, Ron Ockwell, Krishna Pahari, Suzanne 
Raswant, Giovanni Simonelli, Per Spolander, Dick Trenchard and Jeff Tschirley. 

 

Audience: This guidance material is intended for FAO staff, in particular FAO 
Representatives and Emergency Coordinators at country level. It may also be 
useful for FAO staff at regional and headquarters levels and other agriculture 
and food-security stakeholders. 

Purpose: To provide FAO staff with (i) essential information on the purpose 
and functioning of clusters, and the role and responsibilities of FAO within a 
cluster system, and (ii) practical guidance on what FAO staff need to do to 
fulfil those responsibilities. The focus is on clusters at the country level where 
FAO may lead, co-lead, or be a member of clusters dealing with food security, 
agriculture, livelihoods or nutrition.  

Structure: Part I (chapters 1 and 2) provides essential information in the form 
of answers to frequently asked questions. Part II (chapters 3 to 6) provides 
practical guidance in the form of short aide-mémoire. The annexes provide key 
reference materials. All chapters provide cross-references to other documents 
where more detailed information and guidance can be found. The CD-ROM 
will include the documents referred to, with hyperlinks from the text. 
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In the process of development, the Cluster Coordination Guidance has greatly 
benefited from comments, suggestions and advice. 

This process of continual learning and improvement continues and in this spirit, 
suggestions for further improvement are welcomed and should be directed to: 

[indicating "Feedback on cluster guidance" in the subject line] 
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Chapter 1

PURPOSE AND FUNCTIONING
OF CLUSTERS
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The cluster approach is the mechanism used by international humanitarian 
actors since 2006 for responding to large-scale complex and natural 
humanitarian emergencies requiring a multi-sectoral response. It involves 
sectoral groupings – called ‘clusters’ – of international and national agencies/ 
NGOs coordinated by designated Cluster Lead Agencies (CLAs), to support 
and/or complement wherever possible the efforts of national authorities in key 
sectors of preparedness and response. The objectives are: 

• to ensure effective coordination of humanitarian and early recovery 
assistance, especially among international assistance organizations with 
and in support of national entities; and 

• to enhance predictability, accountability and partnerships in response 
(especially international response) through, in particular, the designation of 
CLAs reporting to the humanitarian coordinator with clearly-defined 
responsibilities (this being the principal difference between the “cluster 
approach” and other sector coordination mechanisms). 
 

 

 

Clusters provide an opportunity for FAO to help assure appropriate emergency 
response and promote recovery from the earliest possible moment in sectors of 
concern to FAO, and to mobilize resources for both the sector as a whole and 
FAO’s own interventions. This links directly to FAO’s Strategic Objective I 
(see box below). It also enables FAO to “capitalize on [its] main comparative 
advantage: matching know-how with resources in building back better the 
livelihoods of farmers, herders and fishers by providing information… 
[ensuring] coordination… and providing assistance in partnership with other 
organizations.”2  

A cluster focussing on food security (and/or livelihoods) also provides a 
mechanism for a holistic approach to food security (and/or livelihoods). This 
includes the opportunity for FAO to ensure that all concerned recognize that 
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household gardens and small livestock can be important elements of the food 
security of households that are not generally considered to be dependent on 
agriculture, and that such activities must be considered and supported. 

At country level, the humanitarian (or UN resident) coordinator in consultation 
with Humanitarian Country Team (HCT)3 members decides on: 

• a set of clusters appropriate to the particular country and situation; 
typically, this includes one or more clusters covering aspects of concern to 
FAO (food security, agriculture, livelihoods and nutrition) as well as 
clusters for health, water, etc.; and 

• a lead agency (or co-lead agencies) for each cluster taking account of the 
in-country capacities of the different agencies working in the sector 
concerned. 

Arrangements are approved by the UN Emergency Relief Coordinator and the 
IASC principals.4 

Where a very large and diverse geographic area is affected, the humanitarian 
(or UN resident) coordinator and the HCT may also decide on a decentralized 

                                                      



 

Cluster Coordination Guidance 5 

system of zonal clusters or “hubs” for planning and managing humanitarian 
response in different parts of the country.5 

In early 2010, FAO was participating at country level in: 

- 9 agriculture clusters (including one “agro-pastoral”); 

- 11 food security clusters; 

- 15 clusters combining food security with agriculture, nutrition or 
livelihoods (including one “food and agriculture”); 

- 3 clusters combining agriculture with livelihoods; and 

- 4 livelihoods clusters. 

FAO was leading 11 of these clusters and co-leading another 12 with WFP. In 
11 other cases, FAO was co-leading with UNDP, the government or an NGO, 
or involved in multiple-co-leadership combinations with 2, 3 or 4 other entities 
including UNICEF. In addition, FAO was participating in a further 3 food 
security clusters led by WFP, 4 early recovery clusters, one social protection 
cluster and one “humanitarian coordination” cluster. 

At global level, FAO has been designated as lead agency for a global 
agriculture cluster6 and, at the time of writing, FAO and WFP are discussing 
arrangements to establish instead a broader global “food security” cluster.  

The global clusters and cluster leads as of early 2010 are:  
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A cluster at national level should include organizations providing humanitarian 
and/or early recovery assistance and services for the sector in the affected area. 
For food security, agriculture, livelihoods and nutrition clusters, this typically 
includes UN agencies (e.g. FAO, WFP, UNDP, UNICEF), other international 
organizations (e.g. IOM), the Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement (ICRC, 
IFRC and the national society), international NGOs and key national NGOs. 
Representatives of key private-sector associations/entities may also be included 
on a case-by-case basis. A senior government official may chair or co-chair 
meetings but the government is not normally a “member” of the cluster as such 
– see 1.10 below. 

A cluster at zonal/hub level includes organizations providing humanitarian 
and/or early recovery assistance and services for the sector in the zone 
concerned and any other key stakeholders present at that level.  

There is no prescribed structure or set of standard operating procedures for a 
cluster; these should be defined according to the particular situation including 
the scale, phase and anticipated duration of the emergency.7 A cluster may 
create working groups, standing or temporary, to deal with specific sub-sector 
topics (e.g. agriculture, livestock) or tasks (e.g. screening proposals for CERF 
funding, proposing standards). As an example, a fisheries and aqua-culture 
committee was formed in Bande Aceh, Indonesia to coordinate recovery efforts 
in that sub-sector following the tsunami. Working groups have also been used 
in Haiti, Myanmar and Pakistan. In some cases it has been found appropriate to 
create a small “steering group” to guide the work of the Cluster as a whole. 

The designated country-level CLA (FAO or another competent organization): 

- accepts the responsibilities defined in the ToR of a CLA (see annex B) and 
assures the satisfactory performance of the cluster (at national level and, 
where appropriate, at zonal/hub level) and all other CLA functions 
including liaison with national authorities, representation, resource 
mobilization and reporting for the cluster as a whole; 

                                                      



 

Cluster Coordination Guidance  8 

- appoints a Cluster Coordinator (CC) and assures the necessary supporting 
staff and services to enable the CC to fulfil the cluster coordination 
functions, including information management, listed in Annex D; and 

- for a large-scale operation, designates out-posted staff as zonal cluster 
coordinators in each operational area or designates zonal lead agencies in 
areas where the CLA itself is not present or not adequately represented. 

 

The country representative of the CLA is accountable to the HC (or RC) for 
fulfilling the CLA responsibilities (see Annex C). Wherever possible, the CC 
should be dedicated full-time to the cluster function and not have any 
management responsibility for the CLA’s own programme activities, which 
should be coordinated by a different individual. 
 

 

  

In any situation where cluster leadership is shared between two (or more)  
“co-leads”, the specific responsibilities of each co-lead must be clearly defined 
and explained to the HC, the government, and all Cluster participants/partners. 
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There is no one model and, as of early 2010, it is actually more a “co-chair” or 
“co-facilitation” arrangement in most cases: meetings are chaired on a rotating 
basis amongst the co-leaders while one (sometimes FAO) provides the CC and 
most of the related administrative and operational support. In a few cases those 
support responsibilities have rotated on an annual basis. NGOs have often been 
reluctant to take on real “co-lead” responsibilities for lack or resources.  

Specific guidance is expected to be made available by the IASC Task Team 
later in 2010. In the meantime, attention should be given to ensuring effective 
and efficient leadership and support rather than trying to accommodate 
individual organizations’ desires for visibility and a “piece of the cake”.  

  

The generic terms of reference for a cluster coordinator (CC) are in Annex D. 
The CC facilitates and leads the work of the cluster and ensures coordination 
with other clusters, as needed. The role is one of facilitation. It is not a 
“technical” function. It requires skills in human relations, planning and 
management, a broad understanding of the sector concerned (e.g. food 
security), knowledge of the country, and experience in previous emergencies 
including the planning and monitoring of inter-agency responses.  

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

The CC is accountable to the CLA, cluster members/partners and, like all other 
actors, to the affected population. 
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Current IASC guidelines do not specify responsibilities for cluster members 
other than the CLA but it is generally expected that cluster members will: 

• subscribe to the overall aims of the cluster approach; 

• be proactive in exchanging information, highlighting needs and gaps, and 
reporting progress, participating in lessons-learning processes, and 
building local capacities; 

• share responsibility for Cluster activities including assessing needs, 
developing plans and guidelines, communicating information and agreed 
messages, mobilizing resources and organizing joint training; and  

• respect and adhere to agreed principles, policies and standards, and 
implement activities in line with agreed priorities and objectives. 

Individual organizations determine the level of their participation. The cluster 
approach does not require that humanitarian actors be held accountable to the 
CC or CLA. Individual organizations can only be held accountable to the CLA 
when they have made formal commitments (e.g. signed an agreement). 

There is no generic IASC guidance on the roles of cluster participants/partners 
but the Health Cluster has developed a matrix showing roles within a country-
level health cluster including partners as well as the CLA and CC – see  
Health Cluster Guide, 2009, Figure 1c at the end of section 1.3. 

Ideally, cluster members work together to: (i) gather and analyse information 
on the situation; (ii) agree on the priority problems and risks, objectives, an 
overall response strategy, standards for assistance, and who will do what 
where; and (iii) monitor overall progress. 

Within that overall framework, individual organizations draw up their own 
plans of action and design, implement, monitor and evaluate their own projects. 

The diagram below (on the next page), adapted from the Health Cluster Guide, 
shows the relationship between cluster analysis and planning activities and the 
planning and project implementation activities of individual organizations/ 
Cluster members.
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1.  Assessment/situation analysis: 
o Data on the pre-crisis situation from secondary 

sources & key informants; data on the current 
situation and likely evolution from reports, key 
informants and field surveys 

o Analysis of the situation, priority problems and 
risks, resources and capacities, opportunities 
and constraints 

2.  Sector crisis response strategy: 
o Priority areas and objectives 
o Activity-level strategies for achieving each 

objective 
o Time frame 

3.  Organizations’ action plans: 
o Priority projects (including for 

operational capacity and systems)  
o Areas/locations 
o Time frame for implementation 
o Management responsibilities 

Individual organizations 
(including FAO) 

4.  Individual project proposals: 
o Detailed activities; objectives 
o Areas/locations 
o Inputs & expected outputs 
o Indicators of performance 
o Time frame for implementation 
o Operational support required 
o Budget 

5.  Project implementation  
o Project work plan 
o Recruitment, procurement, etc. 
o Implementation of activities 

Resource mobilization 
and allocation 

Monitoring strategy implementation & impact 
CAP mid-year reviews; other periodic reviews 
Evaluation of sector response 
Lessons-learned 

Joint appeals 
Resource mobilization 

Allocation of pooled 
resources 

6.  Monitoring & evaluating projects 
o Monitoring inputs & outputs 
o Evaluating performance & outcomes 

Cluster partners working together 

Ongoing monitoring/surveillance 
of the situation
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The cluster serves as a bridge between national (and zonal) authorities and 
international and NGO humanitarian assistance agencies working in the sector. 
It provides the government with a single point of contact with assistance 
agencies in each of the main sectors. A senior government official is invited to 
chair or co-chair Cluster meetings in many cases.  

 

The cluster approach is intended to strengthen, not replace, any existing 
sectoral coordination mechanisms. Where an existing mechanism ensures 
coordinated action among all important actors, the identification and filling of 
any gaps in response, and accountability, it is neither necessary nor appropriate 
to establish clusters separately – see IASC guidance in Annex A. 

The HC is responsible to ensure inter-cluster coordination (and inter-sectoral 
coherence). In general: 

- policy-level inter-cluster coordination is assured by CLA country 
representatives meeting together under the chairmanship of the HC (or 
RC) in the context of the humanitarian country team or in separate 
meetings as and when needed; and 

- strategic and operational inter-cluster coordination is assured by the 
cluster coordinators (CCs) meeting, usually under the chairmanship of the 
OCHA team leader, in the context of regular meetings of an inter-cluster 
coordination group (ICCG).  

 

 

Two basic sets of principles underlie the Cluster approach and are expected to 
be adhered to by all Clusters and Cluster participants/partners: 

Humanitarian Principles: As per UN General Assembly Resolution 46/182 
(19 December 1991), humanitarian assistance must be provided in accordance 
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with the principles of humanity, neutrality and impartiality. Adherence to these 
principles reflects a measure of accountability of the humanitarian community. 

 Humanity: Human suffering must be addressed wherever it is found, with 
particular attention to the most vulnerable in the population, such as 
children, women and the elderly. The dignity and rights of all victims must 
be respected and protected. 

 Neutrality: Humanitarian assistance must be provided without engaging in 
hostilities or taking sides in controversies of a political, religious or 
ideological nature. 

 Impartiality: Humanitarian assistance must be provided without 
discriminating as to ethnic origin, gender, nationality, political opinions, 
race or religion. Relief of the suffering must be guided solely by needs and 
priority must be given to the most urgent cases of distress. (OCHA) 

 

Principles of Partnership defined in A Statement of Commitment, Global 
Humanitarian Platform, July 2007. [ ] 

 Equality: Equality requires mutual respect among members of the 
partnership irrespective of size and power. The partners must respect each 
other's mandates, obligations and independence and recognize each other's 
constraints and commitments. Mutual respect must not preclude 
organizations from engaging in constructive dissent.  

 Transparency: Transparency is achieved through dialogue (on equal 
footing), with an emphasis on early consultations and early sharing of 
information. Communications and transparency, including financial 
transparency, increase the level of trust among organizations.  

 Result-oriented approach: Effective humanitarian action must be reality-
based and action-oriented. This requires result-oriented coordination based 
on effective capabilities and concrete operational capacities.  

 Responsibility: Humanitarian organizations have an ethical obligation to 
each other to accomplish their tasks responsibly, with integrity and in a 
relevant and appropriate way. They must make sure they commit to 
activities only when they have the means, competencies, skills, and 
capacity to deliver on their commitments. Decisive and robust prevention 
of abuses committed by humanitarians must also be a constant effort.  

 Complementarity: The diversity of the humanitarian community is an asset 
if we build on our comparative advantages and complement each other’s 
contributions. Local capacity is one of the main assets to enhance and on 
which to build. Whenever possible, humanitarian organizations should 
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strive to make it an integral part in emergency response. Language and 
cultural barriers must be overcome.   

The HCT agrees on the cross-cutting issues that are important in the local 
context and to be taken into consideration by all clusters – normally age, 
environment, gender and HIV/AIDS. Mental health and psychosocial support 
(MHPSS) may also be included in some cases. All clusters have a 
responsibility to mainstream the agreed cross-cutting issues throughout their 
activities from sectoral assessments to response planning, monitoring and 
evaluation. Protection issues must also be taken into account by all clusters 
notwithstanding the fact that a separate Protection Cluster is established in 
many cases. Cultural and ethnic sensitivity can also be important. 

A focal point for each cross-cutting issue is designated within each cluster – 
this should be an organization that has particular competence in the topic – and 
the focal points for each issue meet together regularly. Where needed, advisers 
may be recruited and assigned in the HC’s office to provide expert advice and 
leadership on particular cross-cutting issues: this may include chairing 
meetings of the focal points. Some issues, notably gender, may be coordinated 
through existing country-level mechanisms. 

 

Each cluster is responsible for promoting recovery activities, including relevant 
capacity-building, within its sector from the earliest possible moment, 
especially following a natural disaster. A focal point for early recovery (ER) is 
designated within each cluster: this should be an organization that has a long-
term, development-oriented presence in the country. These focal points link 
together in an “Early Recovery Network”. Normally, UNDP recruits and 
assigns either an ER adviser who provides technical support and guidance to 
the HC or an ER coordinator who facilitates the ER Network. Exceptionally an 
early recovery cluster may be formed to deal with any important aspects of 
recovery that are not covered by other clusters. 

Where necessary, and depending on access, security and availability of funding, 
the CLA, as provider of last resort, must be ready to ensure the provision of 
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services required to fill critical gaps identified by the cluster. Where critical 
gaps persist in spite of concerted efforts to address them, the CLA is 
responsible for working with the national authorities, the HC and donors to 
advocate for appropriate action to be taken by the relevant parties and to 
mobilize the necessary resources for an adequate and appropriate response. 

The “Provision of Last Resort” (POLR) function should be activated when:  

1. the Cluster agrees that there is an important life-threatening gap in the 
sector response; 

2. one or more of the agreed benchmarks9 for the sector response as a whole 
is not being met; and  

3. evidence suggests that a significant proportion of the target population is at 
risk of avoidable death if the gap is not filled urgently.  

 

Serving as provider of last resort is to be satisfied, and to have all partners 
satisfied, that all possible efforts have been undertaken to fill agreed priority 
gaps calling on additional local and international partners and advocating for 
additional donor commitment. 

 

Coordination with peace-keeping or other military forces may be necessary in 
some emergency situations to gain access to certain affected populations and 
deliver humanitarian assistance. Such coordination should always be 
undertaken through the HC/RC and the inter-cluster coordination mechanism 
supported by OCHA. Strict adherence to international humanitarian law must 
be ensured and care taken to guard against too close affiliation with the 
military or even giving any perceptions of such. The HCT should define 
common policies and approaches to the use of armed guards or escorts by 
humanitarian agencies on the basis of existing IASC-agreed guidelines. 
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OCHA plays a key role in supporting the HC/RC and HCT in four key areas of 
competency: coordination; information management; advocacy and resource 
mobilisation; and policy development. This includes coordinating and 
facilitating joint planning, prioritization, and humanitarian financing such as 
Flash and Consolidated Appeals, CERF applications, country-based pooled 
funds, including assuring inter-cluster coordination. OCHA also plays an 
important role in advocacy, securing humanitarian access, ensuring 
adherence to humanitarian principles and attention to cross-cutting issues, 
and working with donors to mobilize resources for the overall operation. 

OCHA does not manage or provide secretarial support to individual Clusters. 

A humanitarian information centre (HIC) managed by OCHA may assist 
clusters in information management. 

In some regions, regional clusters or equivalent sectoral inter-agency 
coordination mechanisms exist and support the coordination of action within as 
well as among countries of the region or a particular sub-region. For example: 
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FAO is committed to mainstreaming the Cluster Approach and to fulfilling 
country-level CLA responsibilities whenever called on to do so. 

FAO contributes as a member of the country-level Humanitarian Country 
Team to defining a cluster structure appropriate to the particular context.  

If/when designated as a cluster lead or co-lead FAO must:  

- ensure necessary capacity to fulfil cluster-lead responsibilities separately 
from the planning and management of FAO’s own response;  

- designate a CC to:  
o convene and manage meetings and ensure coordinated support to 

national authorities and efforts, as appropriate;  
o assure efficient information management;  
o coordinate assessments and analysis;  
o build consensus on response priorities, strategies and standards 

(forming working groups as needed); and  
o coordinate the preparation of relevant sections of inter-agency appeals, 

etc. (see 1.17 and Annex D). 

- monitor cluster/sector performance;  

- mobilize resources for all the above [see 2.2]; and 

- serve as “provider of last resort” [see 1.16]. 
 

In all cases (whether FAO is CLA or not), FAO should:  

- be a member and contribute actively to the work of any cluster dealing 
with food security, agriculture, livelihoods or nutrition;  

- provide technical advice and support to cluster members and relevant 
national authorities as needed (particularly in relation to priorities and the 
principles and standards to be observed); and  

- identify needs for specific FAO assistance and plan FAO’s own plan of 
action/ programme in the context of the cluster-agreed priorities and 
strategies consistent with the organization’s mandate and capacities.   

 

FAO must also ensure that medium- and long-term perspectives are kept in 
mind in the planning of sector response by promoting agricultural recovery and 
the re-building of livelihoods and food security from the earliest possible 
moment – and discouraging short-term actions that could have negative long-
term effects.  
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A full-time cluster coordinator is needed (supported whenever possible by a 
full-time information manager), at least for an initial period, for any major 
humanitarian crisis that has serious implications for agriculture and the food 
security of large numbers of people. This may be indicated by: 

 the categorization of the situation as red (“threat to life/livelihood”) in the 
Early-Warning-Early-Action (EWEA) quarterly report of the IASC sub-
working group on Preparedness and Contingency Planning;10 or 

 the categorization of the situation of large populations as red 
(“humanitarian catastrophe”) or orange (“humanitarian emergency”) in an 
Integrated Phase Classification (IPC) report, except for situations where 
the majority of the affected people are refugees.11 

 

In such situations, FAO will do everything possible to assure the necessary 
resources to assign a full-time CC (and information manager): “double-hatting” 
will be avoided wherever possible. However, the appointed CC will generally 
arrive in the country a few days after the onset of the crisis and, in the 
meantime, the FAOR and country office must cover the CC role as best they 
can, in consultation with TCER. 

Specific funding to support CLA and CC functions must be secured by 
including coordination support projects in inter-agency flash appeals and 
consolidated appeals, and by following up with local representatives of donors 
to mobilize the required resources [see 5.3]. 

The need to continue maintaining a full-time CC (and information manager) 
will be reviewed when the situation is no longer characterized as red in the 
EWEA report. 
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 In other situations, due to resource constraints, the cluster coordination 
function will generally have to be fulfilled by the FAO Emergency Coordinator 
(EC) assigned by TCE in addition to his/her FAO programme planning and 
management functions – i.e. “double hatting”. In such cases, the EC must take 
great care to avoid any confusion between the distinct functions, particularly in 
Cluster meetings and meetings with national or zonal authorities. 

Under overall IASC cluster arrangements, the country representative of the 
designated CLA (i.e. the FAOR when FAO is CLA) is responsible to the 
humanitarian coordinator for satisfactorily fulfilling the CLA functions and the 
CC reports to the CLA country representative. This responsibility of the 
country representative is reaffirmed in a letter signed jointly by the principals 
of the Global Cluster Lead Agencies, including FAO-TCE, in 2009 – see 
Annex C.  
 

 

FAOR 

Cluster 
Coordinator 

(CC) 

FAO 
Emergency 
Coordinator 

(EC) 

Assistant 
FAOR 

Cluster lead 
function 

FAO emergency 
programme 

FAO regular 
programme 

Information 
manager 

 
Other 

emergency 
support services 
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The generic responsibilities of a CC are shown in annex D. The priority tasks 
can be summarized as follows: 

 managing coordination at national and sub-national levels; 

 assuring good assessment and analysis of the situation; 

 avoiding gaps and duplication in response; 

 leading the development of a Cluster response strategy;  

 managing information (content and flow); 

 promoting humanitarian principles and appropriate technical standards; 

 monitoring strategy implementation and Cluster performance; 

 building capacity (of national entities and Cluster partners); 

 supporting the CLA in mobilising resources for the Cluster/sector; and 

 reporting. 
 

Precise responsibilities will depend on the nature and scale of the emergency, 
and the roles and capacities of the government and international community. 

The skills required include:  

 relational skills (networking, integration, motivation, moderation); 

 management, planning and organization skills; 

 analytical and information management skills; 

 communication skills (written and spoken); 

 strategic thinking; 

 broad understanding of the sector; and 

 familiarity with the country context. 

Responsibility without authority: The role is to facilitate the co-ordination 
process and contribute to a more effective humanitarian response. However, 
this responsibility comes without the authority to enforce compliance. Cluster 
participants/partners are not accountable to the CLA (or the HC) unless they 
have signed specific agreements. Achieving coordinated action to address 
priority problems and gaps depends on building consensus which in turn 
requires sensitivity and leadership based on good information, demonstrated 
competence, respect and trust.  
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Being an honest broker: The CC must remain independent and impartial, and 
act as an ‘honest broker’ without any FAO biases or prejudices when 
representing, negotiating or arbitrating on behalf of the Cluster. This is 
particularly important in relation to the selection of projects for inclusion in 
inter-agency funding appeals, the allocation of any pooled resources, and 
perceived influence of FAO in the cluster decision-making. 

Partnership rather than technical expertise: Being effective in leading a 
Cluster requires FAO staff to leave behind the usual role and attitudes of a 
technical expert and adopt instead a partnership approach, engaging in dialogue 
with NGOs and others, involving them in policy and strategy discussions, and 
earning respect and trust. 

Mobilizing resources: Resources will always be inadequate. The preparation of 
appeal documents and following up with donors must be recognized as being a 
core function, not an administrative chore! The CLA and CC must also ensure 
the mobilization of specific technical resources, when needed. 

Other practical challenges typically include engaging national NGOs (may 
require considerable efforts in assuring translation) and agreeing on approaches 
to capacity-building and early recovery (and not undermining existing national 
structures). 

The Cluster Coordination Support Unit in TCER (see box below) will provide 
back-stopping support in relation to cluster coordination, programmes and 
communications to any FAO country office that takes on CLA (or co-lead) 
functions and responsibilities. The nature of that support and the manner of 
organization within HQ will depend on the scale of the crisis.  

For Haiti in early 2010, focal points in TCER were designated for support to: 

- cluster coordination: recruitment of a CC, practical guidance; 
- programme-related activities: needs assessments including EFSA (with 

WFP) and PDNA (with UNDP, WB), developing a programme framework, 
project concepts for donors, and integrating DRM; and 

- communications: information management coordination, web support, 
press and external communications/messaging. 
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A mechanism exists to facilitate coordination of the assessment, planning and 
response activities of sector actors from day-1 of the crisis, including defining 
priorities, identifying and filling gaps, and preparing appeals. 

 Where a Cluster already exists, it is activated and sustained. 
 Where there is no existing Cluster, the designated CLA (FAO or other 

organization) establishes one or otherwise ensures an appropriate 
mechanism to fulfil Cluster functions, complementing and strengthening 
existing coordination structures and processes at both national and sub-
national levels. Parallel systems are avoided. 

 Working groups are formed within the Cluster to deal with technical issues 
and detailed planning. 

 Learn from the past.  
 Ensure transparency in all cluster activities and the use of resources. 

 Find out about existing coordination structures and mechanisms and how 
to complement and/or strengthen them. 

 Find out how sector coordination processes operated in previous 
emergencies in the country, what worked well and what didn’t, and why. 

 Be proactive in gathering contacts. Engage experienced sector actors as 
early as possible [see 3.2]. 

 Get good maps of the country and the affected areas. 
 Get and quickly review available information including: 
o background (pre-crisis) information; 
o lessons from previous emergency operations in the country;  
o any relevant preparedness/contingency plans; and  
o available information of the current situation. 

 Plan the immediate 24-hour and week-1 priority activities (see below).  

                                                      



 

Cluster Coordination Guidance  28 

 
 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

The box below shows typical priorities for the first 24 hours. Adapt the list to 
the nature and scale of emergency and timing of arrival of any incoming CC.13  
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What do you want to learn from initial contacts:  

o What information is already available and where can you find it? 

o What is the current situation and state of response in the sector?  

o What developments are expected in the situation and the sector response? 

o What role is government taking? Who are the main government 
stakeholders in the sector? 

o Who are the other key players in the sector response, where are they? 

o Who are the best sources for relevant, up-to-date information? 

o What coordination fora exist? Who leads them? How effective are they? 

o Is there an existing inter-agency contingency plan? Is it being used? If not 
why not? 

A written work plan for the first week-or-so will help to ensure that no 
important task is overlooked – see the sample below. The timeline will need to 
be reviewed and adjusted daily. An important element is defining the staffing 
and support requirements of the Cluster and including a corresponding project 
in the Flash appeal (as was done for Haiti in January 2010). Guidance for 
organizing the first Cluster meeting is provided in section 3.5. 
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The following are typical Cluster planning activities in the first month:14   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

The focus will be on: 

 identifying and engaging new actors in the sector; 
 coordinating follow-on coverage and the handing over of activities that 

remain important from Cluster participants/partners that leave to others 
who are able to take over; 
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 continuing regular Cluster meetings but adjusting their frequency to the 
needs of the situation and ensuring that all meetings are focused and 
productive; 

 consolidating information management and reporting systems; 
 assuring continuous regular monitoring the situation and sector response, 

organizing joint monitoring visits as and when appropriate; 
 continually up-dating and refining information and the situation analysis; 
 organizing periodic participatory reviews of the situation and progress, and 

agreeing adjustments to the Cluster objectives and strategies if/when 
needed; 

 keeping donors and all other stakeholders informed of priority needs in the 
sector; 

 issuing regular Cluster/sector reports/bulletins; and 
 organizing periodic joint lessons-learned exercises. 
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All significant actors in the sector participate in Cluster meetings and related 
activities, commit to the aims of the Cluster, and work together to identify and 
address the priority needs in the sector. This includes UN agencies, other 
international organizations, national and international NGOs, and relevant 
national institutions and civil society organizations. 

 Inclusiveness.  

 Prioritization: start with realistic objectives and adopt a progressive 
approach. 

 Sensitivity to and respect for differing mandates, priorities and approaches. 

 Mutual benefit: all participants/partners have something to gain. 

 Transparency in all cluster activities and the use of resources. 

 

  
  
  
  
  
  

 

Define realistic initial objectives, demonstrate value added and build trust 
hence get buy-in, then broaden the scope. Focus on the key priorities starting 
with what is most feasible and expand incrementally to address other concerns 
as and when possible. 

Make sure all partners have something to gain: benefits may include access to 
more/better information or expertise, opportunities for common strategizing 
and planning, facilitated access to the affected areas, access to resources 
(transport, funds, etc.) from a common pool or through the identification of 
opportunities for sharing. 
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 Proactively identify and involve all sector actors including local 
organizations and authorities. If there is no existing Cluster, get lists of 
sector actors – and their contacts – through relevant government 
departments, FAO and WFP country offices, existing sector coordination 
mechanisms, organizations working in the sector for a long time, and the 
“grapevine”. Contact them individually, explain the aims of the cluster and 
invite them to the first/next meeting. 

 Encourage relevant government departments to attend Cluster meetings 
and get a senior official to co-chair. 

 Arrange translation at meetings, where necessary, and translation of all key 
guidance materials. 

 Maintain regular contact with all sector actors and build personal 
relationships.15  

 Respect differing mandates, priorities and approaches. Seek to build 
consensus on needs, risks, objectives and how best to address them 
equitably with the resources available. 

 Build trust through transparency and openness. Acknowledge constraints. 
Encourage dialogue. 

 Understand partners’ expectations and constraints; ensure that expectations 
are realistic and seek ways to help them overcome constraints. 

 Establish clear understandings on the information that is required from 
cluster partners, in what form and how often it should be presented. Keep 
it to the necessary minimum. 

 Use the preparation of a flash appeal, a CHAP and CAP, and other inter-
agency planning processes as opportunities to build a culture of 
collaboration, participation and partnership. Ensure that all partners have 
the opportunity to contribute to defining overall priorities and develop 
their own activities accordingly. 

 Make sure that information about meetings, decisions and current sector 
issues are readily available to all actors. Make sure that meetings are 
productive [see 3.5]. 
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 Seek feedback from cluster members on the effectiveness of the Cluster 
and how it could be enhanced. 

 In contacts with sector actors, especially during early contacts, emphasize 
the “key points” in the box below: 
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Challenges likely to be faced  

Some organizations have been reluctant to participate in Clusters because they 
believe it: 

 will be additional work and time consuming with many meetings and 
demands for information that may be difficult to gather; 

 will be of no tangible benefit: worse, it could limit opportunities to 
generate direct funding from traditional donors; 

 duplicates existing coordination mechanisms and undermines the 
government’s role and authority for coordinating humanitarian response; 
and 

 will focus on and favour the interests of the CLA and UN agencies; the 
CLA will not be objective in the allocation of pooled resources. 

 

Some organizations may be unwilling to be associated with certain other 
organizations. A few may be concerned that Cluster decisions might be 
contrary to their own priorities or mandates (e.g. ICRC’s and MSF’s 
requirements for independence). 

Address these concerns by emphasizing the points in the preceding box.  
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Resolving conflicts, breaking impasses 

Conflicts are inevitable within any group and, if handled well, can lead to 
growth and development of the group (Cluster) as well as of individual 
members, and better decisions and increased cohesion. Conflicts are reduced 
and more quickly resolved if the Cluster has a clear work plan and ToR. Some 
techniques for resolving conflicts and overcoming impasses in discussions16 as 
suggested in the box below. 
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An always-up-to-date picture of the presence, activities and capacities of sector 
actors and the responses being delivered to populations in the affected areas. 

 The mapping of sector actors throughout the crisis-affected area(s) is a pre-
requisite for coordinated planning and action. It should be undertaken 
rapidly at the onset of a crisis, not later than the first cluster meeting, and 
be up-dated continuously during the early stages of response and at regular 
intervals once the situation has stabilized. 

 Arrangements for “mapping” are adapted to the country context but should 
generally include “Who is Where, doing What, When” (4W) data and 
information on the interests and capacities of the various sector 
stakeholders.  

 The 4W data are shared with OCHA as inputs to the OCHA-managed 
inter-sectoral 3W/4W database. 

 Data are disaggregated on the basis of geographic areas relevant for 
agricultural and livelihood analysis and planning purposes. (This may be at 
a lower, more detailed level than used for OCHA’s database.) 

 Check what information the government and OCHA already have, or are 
collecting at national and field levels, concerning organizations active in 
the sector. This might include contact addresses, general information about 
the organization, and the geographic areas where they are working. Cross-
check that information to ensure that everyone is “on the same page”. 

 Collect information on the sector activities/services that each actor is 
providing, or expects to provide in specific areas. Make the data available 
to OCHA for inclusion in the central 3W/4W database. 

 Up-date all these data are regularly. 

 Complement these activity-related data with additional information on 
each organization such as: 
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- their mandate, role, areas of expertise, objectives and the priorities they 
want to address; 

- the resources they have, what they hope to mobilize, and the types and 
quantities of assistance they intend (or might be able) to provide; 

- the geographic and service areas into which they plan (or might be able) 
to extend their activities;  

- when they expect to initiate any new activities, or extend activities to 
new geographic areas, and when to phase down and close particular 
activities; 

- their commitment (or willingness) to collaborate with others and work 
in partnership, and their interest in contributing to Cluster activities; and 

- their commitment to common humanitarian principles, evidence- and 
needs-based assistance, and attention to agreed cross-cutting issues 
including protection concerns. 

 Undertake a stakeholder analysis: systematically examine the interests of 
each agency, organization, group and individual that has a direct or 
indirect interest in the sector and the activities of the Cluster, and whose 
attitudes and actions could have an influence on the outcomes of 
humanitarian and early recovery activities in the sector.17  

 

The combined information is important for assessment and planning purposes 
but also provides the HCC with the understanding necessary to work with the 
various actors individually, or in groups, to increase their commitment to the 
Cluster’s objectives (and reduce any opposition) and ensure effective, 
coordinated action. 
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International assistance and government efforts are harmonized for the benefit 
of the affected population, and national capacities are strengthened to cope 
with any future crises. 

 

 

 

Wherever and to the maximum extent possible: 

 international humanitarian and early recovery assistance complements the 
relief and recovery efforts of national authorities; 

 the activities of international humanitarian actors within and across 
clusters build on and strengthen the capacities of national authorities as 
well as national NGOs, grassroots organizations and other local actors; 

 the Cluster mechanism and process is adapted to, supports and 
complements government coordination efforts; and 

 do not create parallel structures for the delivery or coordination of 
assistance that could undermine or weaken existing governmental ones. 

 

 At the outset, check and assess the effectiveness of any existing sectoral 
coordination mechanisms and discuss with relevant national authorities 
whether and how their efforts might be strengthened by the adoption of a 
cluster approach. 

 Invite an appropriate senior official to co-chair cluster meetings. 

 Keep relevant officials fully informed on the role and activities of the 
cluster. 
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 Adopt government standards and protocols for the sector or work with 
relevant departments to agree on enhancements in line with international 
standards [see 4.5]. 

 Work together with relevant national authorities to ensure that all 
emergency programmes and activities are designed and implemented in 
ways that contribute to re-building local capacities. Try, in particular, to 
ensure that:  

- existing facilities and systems are used, reactivated and repaired, 
whenever possible; 

- existing in-country competencies are identified and used as much as 
possible; 

- local personnel are involved in all assessment, planning and response 
activities; and 

- training/re-training needs are identified and appropriate, task-oriented 
training provided as early as possible (with equality of opportunity for 
women and men). 

 Discourage all sector actors from creating new, parallel systems, unless 
absolutely necessary. 

 Try to get agreement among all the main sector actors on: 

- the importance of maintaining and, where possible, strengthening 
relevant national and sub-national level sector structures; and  

- how to avoid denuding those structures of key staff.18  

 Identify existing in-country competencies and try to make sure that they 
are used to good effect. 

 Facilitate international/national partnerships with and among NGOs to 
help build local capacity. 

 Promote the Principles of Partnership reproduced in section 1.13.  

 Maintain strict impartiality in any situation of conflict. 
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Cluster meetings provide an effective forum for participating organizations to 
efficiently exchange information and agree on priorities, strategies and joint or 
coordinated actions. 

 The first Cluster meeting is organised within 24-48 hours of crisis onset in 
case of a sudden-onset disaster (or the first 2-3 days following recognition 
of the need for coordinated action in case of a slow-onset crisis). 

 The frequency of subsequent meetings is tailored to the needs of the 
situation and the phase of operations. 

 The venue is readily accessible for all participants.  

 Each meeting is carefully prepared and a summary report circulated within 
24 hours. 

 The CC does not wear two hats during a Cluster meeting. If the CC is from 
FAO, another staff member should be present to represent FAO. 

 Working groups are formed to deal with specific issues and report back to 
the Cluster as a whole. 

 Meetings focus on important new information about the situation and 
aspects that need collective consideration, decisions and action: other 
factual information is collected and shared in written form (to avoid long 
meetings). 

 
 Select a venue that is suitable in terms of accessibility, space, facilities and 

ventilation. 

 Get a senior government official to chair or co-chair the meeting, if 
possible. Otherwise, co-chair with an appropriate NGO. 

 Focus on key issues identified and agreed in advance with the co-chair. 

 Prepare handouts with important new information and maps. 
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 Prepare posters or flip charts to record information you want to get from 
others, or cross-check, during or at the end of the meeting. (For the early 
meetings this includes, in particular, information on who is where and 
providing what kind/level of assistance.) 

 Propose, and get agreement on, the frequency of meetings – e.g. twice a 
week during the initial acute phase, then weekly, then monthly once the 
situation has stabilized. 

 Within 24 hours of each meeting, distribute a concise record of key items 
of information shared, decisions reached, follow-up actions required and 
responsibilities for those actions. 

 
 Invite all relevant governmental and other national entities as well and 

international sector actors.  

 Prepare a realistic agenda – see the example in the box below. 

 Prepare signing-in sheets for attendees to note their names, organizations, 
contacts (phone, email), where they are working (or intend to work), the 
kind of assistance/services they are providing (or intend to provide). 

 

If there is no existing cluster or coordination group, contact the relevant 
government entity and the other main sector actors to arrange a first meeting 
with as many participants as possible. Invite heads of agencies (country 
directors) to the first meeting. 
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Problems typically encountered in early Cluster meetings include: 

 limited understanding of (perhaps challenges to), the Cluster approach; 
 diverse priorities and demands for information and action; 
 poor support from government; 
 conflicting information and forecasts of needs and response requirements;  
 large numbers of participants – difficult to manage; and 
 language difficulties. 

 

These may be managed/reduced by: 

 establishing contact with and meeting government partners before the 
Cluster meeting; 

 requesting the government to chair the meeting or, if they prefer, to co-
chair; 

 providing everyone with copies of the agenda and notes on the Cluster 
Approach (e.g. the IASC Guideline) in advance; 

 clearly and concisely presenting the role of the Cluster, what participants 
can expect from meetings and from the CLA and CC, and what is expected 
of participants; 

 agreeing ground rules for the conduct of meetings and on mechanisms to 
facilitate rapid decision making; 

 displaying available information on who is doing what, where, and having 
participants update it on the displayed sheets: avoid going round the room 
and asking for updates from all partners; 

 inviting new agencies to briefly explain who they are and what they are 
doing where; and 

 referring participants to previous meeting notes and briefing papers for 
information on the Cluster and decisions taken to date: avoid spending 
time going over previous discussions and decisions. 
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The activities of all Cluster participants/partners are planned and undertaken in 
accordance with commonly agreed principles, and the assistance and services 
provided conform to agreed technical standards. 

 All Cluster participants/partners commit to the general humanitarian 
principles and the principles of partnership in 1.13. 

 The Cluster, in consultation with the HC and other clusters, may adopt 
additional, complementary guiding principles for behaviour and practice 
considered to be important in the particular local context.  

 Assistance and services to the affected population are provided in line with 
established national standards for the sector or widely-recognized 
international standards, whichever are higher.  

 Guidance and training relevant to principles and standards are made 
available to Cluster participants/partners, as needed. 

 

Cluster participants/partners should also adhere to the Code of Conduct for the 
International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement and NGOs in Disaster 
Relief, included as annex 2 in the SPHERE Project Handbook. 

 From the outset, get agreement on the adoption by the Cluster of the 
general humanitarian principles and the principles of partnership in 1.13. 

 Once the Cluster is functioning, consider forming a working group to 
review the possible need for (value of) defining a set of additional 
complementary guiding principles for behaviour and practice for sector 
actors. Coordinate with other clusters as appropriate through the ICCG. 

 Ensure that relevant national standards and sector guidelines are known by 
all Cluster participants. 
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 If national policies and guidelines are not in line with widely-accepted 
international standards, consult with the government and other key sector 
partners and agree on the standards and best practices to be applied. 

 Arrange for the preparation and dissemination of technical guidelines and 
organize joint training, if needed.  

 Ensure that the monitoring and surveillance system collects and compiles 
the data necessary to monitor the application of standards [see 4.4]. 

 Visit project sites and observe the activities of Cluster participants; 
contribute to project reviews and joint training. 

 Organize joint monitoring of the implementation of the agreed principles 
and standards and the sharing of experiences with a view to achieving a 
consistently high standard of assistance and services for all communities. 

 Ensure/arrange briefings for new organizations arriving to work in the 
sector. When required, help the relevant national authorities to arrange 
such briefings. This may include: 

- national policies and programmes, and pre-emergency service coverage; 

- national and international expertise available; 

- relevant government structures and sector focal points in other 
organizations; and 

- details of arrangements to coordinate humanitarian and early recovery 
response in the sector. 

 If deemed useful, invite experts on important cross-cutting issues to 
provide training and support for Cluster participants/partners in the 
effective application of agreed principles and standards.  
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The best possible up-to-date information on the situation and sector response 
activities is available at all times to all Cluster participants/partners, other 
sector stakeholders and other Clusters in useful, readily understandable formats. 

 Good information is critical to good decision-making and coordinated 
action, so good information management (IM) is needed from day-1. 

 Cluster IM systems are compatible – linked if possible – with those of the 
OCHA-managed humanitarian information centre (HIC). 

 IM systems and requests for information focus on what is really important 
and data that will actually be used, and take account of the context and 
resources available. 

 Data are compiled and triangulated from as many sources as possible, and 
information is used responsibly.  

 All data are critically reviewed for reliability, relevance and coverage 
before being used or disseminated. 

 Information on the situation and sector activities is regularly disseminated 
to all stakeholders, and all sector actors regularly up-dated on contextual 
factors (political, social, economic, security, etc.) that could have 
implications for the planning and implementation of their activities. 

 

Emergencies generate masses of disparate information that has to be organized 
systematically. Information that it not easy to retrieve when needed looses its 
usefulness. A good internal information management system also helps to 
reduce stress for emergency managers and staff. 

A full-time information manager is needed in many cases as well as space to 
manage the receipt and organization of information, to display it in an 
accessible manner, and manage dissemination. 
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 Ensure IM capacity by mobilizing the skills needed from the FAO Country 
Office/CLA, partners, the government, recruitment (against a Cluster IM 
project), or collaboration with OCHA-HIC. The skills needed usually 
include: 

- information management; 

- GIS and database design and management; and 

- communications and news-media relations. 

 Define the types of information needed to support Cluster activities and 
therefore to be collected, stored and made available to Cluster partners and 
other sector stakeholders – see box below.  
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 Realistically assess the capacities of Cluster participants/partners to 
provide information and identify any requirements for related training and 
experience-sharing. 

 Arrange physical facilities adequate for the management of information 
including desks, computers, filing cabinets and display boards. 

 Establish good filing systems for both electronic and hard copy documents. 

 List the tools (standard formats, templates, etc.) for recording and 
reporting by Cluster partners and make them available through a suitable 
website.19  

 Establish links with any existing reporting systems; strengthen those 
systems or complement them with other reporting systems if needed. 

 Arrange for information to be collected from all sources (including news-
media reports). 

 Ensure the systematic, critical review of all incoming data for reliability 
and relevance – see box below.  
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- 

 

 Arrange for systematic analysis – including a gender analysis – of all data 
to generate information for planning, management, evaluation, and 
advocacy purposes. 

 Ensure that information is handled and used responsibly, see box below. 

 Ensure active participation in inter-agency initiatives in information 
management (HIC, IM working groups) to improve inter-agency sharing 
of information, get access to information on the potential causes of food 
security problems or risks and initiatives of other clusters that could be 
relevant for sectors of concern to FAO, and participate in establishing 
inter-agency IM standards.  
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 Arrange for the regular production of a Cluster/sector Bulletin or 
newsletter with procedures and deadlines for (i) the submission of 
information and articles and (ii) the rapid clearance of drafts by a small, 
Cluster-appointed editorial board.  

 Disseminate the bulletin widely – to officials at all levels, UN agencies, 
NGOs, donors, news-media, etc. 

 Post and regularly up-date information on an appropriate website (possibly 
integrated in the HIC website).  

 Establish and cultivate contacts with local and international journalists and 
news-media representatives. 

 Prepare press releases and organize press briefings whenever there is 
important information to publicize.  

 Organize question-and-answer briefings and field visits for national and 
international journalists. 

 Establish a photo-library: systematically collect and catalogue photos of 
the situation and significant events. 

 Ensure sufficient, good translation capacity in all locally-relevant 
languages so that information promptly reaches all relevant actors. 
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Effective prioritization and coordination of international assistance among as 
well as within Clusters/sectors. 

 Overall inter-Cluster coordination (policies, etc.) is assured by the HCT, 
chaired by the HC, of which the FAOR is a member. 

 An inter-cluster coordination group (ICCG) of CCs, normally chaired by 
the OCHA team leader, provides a forum for discussion and coordination 
of plans and cross-cutting issues among clusters. Other multi-sectoral 
groups may be constituted for specific topics.  

 Clusters may arrange direct coordination with other related clusters.  

 Invite other clusters/sector groups to assign representatives to attend your 
Cluster meetings.  

 Assign representatives of your Cluster to attend the other Cluster meetings 
and report back to your next Cluster meeting. 

 Organize joint activities, e.g. a multi-cluster IRA [see 4.3]. 

 Identify as early as possible the cross-cutting issues that have particular 
significance for the sector and use ICCG meetings to plan joint (or 
complementary) activities to address them appropriately. 

 Identify potential synergies and any overlaps among clusters in areas of 
concern to FAO. Establish joint plans with relevant other clusters to 
address issues relating to specific priority problems of common concern. 

 Develop common principles and advocacy strategies with other Clusters. 

 



Chapter 4

COORDINATING ASSESSMENTS
AND RESPONSES

“Assessment” and “situation monitoring/surveillance”

Assessment and ongoing situation monitoring are complementary activities. Together 
with an understanding of the pre-crisis situation, they progressively enhance 
knowledge and understanding of (i) the situation and possibilities for addressing the 
identified problems and needs, and (ii) expediting the [re]establishment of livelihoods 
and food security.

• Assessments are time-limited exercises that provide information on the situation 
at a particular point in time on how the assessment team expects the situation to 
evolve, the risks that might be faced, and possibilities for action. 

• Situation monitoring/surveillance is a continuous activity that provides 
information on a regular basis to up-date the situation analysis provided by the 
last assessment, identify trends and detect any significant changes or new 
threats. 

Cluster partners must agree on a coherent, coordinated set of assessment and 
situation monitoring activities adapted to the local context that identifies priorities 
and provides timely information to decision- makers in relation to both 
humanitarian and early recovery needs.
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Responses by Cluster participants/partners are coordinated amongst themselves 
and with those of the government and other actors, and are based on the best 
available information and shared understandings of the situation, needs and 
priorities. (Duplications of effort and gaps in services are avoided/minimized.) 

 Assessment efforts are coordinated among partners and with national 
authorities to ensure coverage of all affected areas and populations, 
effective use of available assessment resources, common understandings 
and consensus on needs and response priorities.  

 Assessments and situation monitoring – data collection, analysis and 
reporting – are phased and prioritized to meet decision-making needs 
during the first few days, weeks and months of response and then on an 
ongoing basis during any protracted humanitarian and early recovery 
assistance operation. 

 Situation analyses, response analyses and response plans are progressively 
refined through an iterative process that addresses emergency/ 
humanitarian needs and seeks to expedite recovery. 

The process of situation analysis, response analysis, response planning and 
response implementation, with a feed-back loop through monitoring and 
evaluation, is illustrated below.  

 
 

Data collection, analysis and reporting may be phased as illustrated in the figure 
on pg.58, adapted from the Health Cluster Guide 2009 and drafts prepared in 
April 2010 by the IASC Needs Assessment Task Force convened by OCHA.
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DAYS from onset 

Phase 1: 
Preliminary 
scenario 
definition 

 

30-45 0 1-3 10-15 

Phase 2: 

Joint Multi-
sectoral Initial 
Rapid 
Assessment  

 

 

Phase 3: 

Initial sector/ sub-
sector assessments 

Multi-sector damage/ 
loss assessment 
(PDNA) 

Situation monitoring/ 
surveillance (joint) 

Performance 
monitoring 

Phase 4: 

In-depth sector/sub-
sector assessments 

Situation monitoring/ 
surveillance (joint) 

Performance 
monitoring 

Joint multi-sectoral re-
assessments if 
needed  

 

Increasing complexity 

Phase 1 

(0-3 days) 

 Phase 2 

(4-10/15 days) 

 Phase 3 

(15-30/45 days) 

 Phase 4 

(30/45 + days) 

 Assessment methods  

Expert 
interpretation of 
initial reports & 
remote data 

Few site visits 

 Rapid appraisal 
methods only * 

Purposive 
sampling 

 Household level survey + 
rapid appraisal methods * 

Representative sampling 

 Household level survey 
+ rapid appraisal 
methods * 

Representative sampling 

 Information outputs  

Preliminary 
working 
scenario 

 Initial analysis of 
main problems, 
risks and gaps –
initial planning 
scenario 

 Comprehensive 
analyses of problems, 
risks and gaps – 
updated planning 
scenario 

 Up-dated analyses and 
planning scenario 

(ongoing, regular) 

 Use of the information  

Preliminary 
sector response 
strategy (for 
response in the 
first few days) 

Flash appeal 

 Initial sector 
response strategy 

Adjustment of 
initial responses 

Specific project 
proposals 

Revised flash 
appeal 

 Detailed sector 
response strategy 

Refinement of ongoing 
projects 

Additional project 
proposals 

Consolidated appeal 

 

Up-dated sector 
response strategy, 
projects and appeals 

* Rapid appraisal methods = key informant interviews, observation, and (focus) group discussions 
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The time frames of the different phases may vary according to the context and 
there may not be a clear separation among the different phases. However, at the 
outset, on day-1, good “best guesses” in the context of a preliminary scenario 
are essential to inform food security response decisions in the first few days20 
[see 4.2], and good “information” is required within 10 to 15 days of any crisis 
onset in order to refine initial responses and inform funding decisions and the 
Flash Appeal [see 4.3]. More detailed information is then required to inform 
ongoing humanitarian assistance and the planning and implementation of 
recovery interventions. 

Depending on the findings of the initial rapid assessment process (phase 2 in 
the figure on pg.58), detailed follow-on sector and/or sub-sector assessments 
and surveys may need to be undertaken in particular areas and should be 
coordinated among Cluster/sector actors. An agriculture assessment and 
recovery programme formulation mission organized by FAO-TCER typically 
corresponds to phase 3 and may be linked to a government-led, UN-EC-WB-
supported PDNA, or a post-conflict needs assessments (PCNA).  

All assessments should be “coordinated” among Cluster participants/partners – 
see box below. Joint assessments may be possible at the onset of a crisis if 
arrangements have already been agreed in the context of inter-agency 
contingency planning. Otherwise it is likely to require considerable time and 
effort to build consensus on indicators and methods and a harmonized 
approach will have to be adopted. 
 

- 

- 

- 

- 
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- 

- 

- 

- 

- 

- 

 If arrangements for phased assessment have been already agreed in 
advance in the context of an interagency contingency plan, proceed 
accordingly. If not, try to get agreement among as many as possible of the 
key sector actors, including the government, on an agreed approach – an 
adaptation of the figure on pg.58. 

 Proceed with assessment – information gathering and analysis – activities 
as agreed, referring to the guidance in 4.2 and 4.3. 
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Response action in the first few days, in advance of the initial rapid assessment, 
is focused on what experience suggests to be the most critical issues. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 The general nature of the impacts and risks arising from particular types of 
disaster are predictable, given knowledge of pre-crisis conditions in the 
affected area. (The details – the severity of impact, the numbers of people 
and institutions affected or at risk, and the speed with which the situation 
evolves – are situation-specific.) 
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 A preliminary “best guess” scenario for food security is: 

- drawn up within 12 to 24 hours of onset (for a sudden-onset crisis);21 

- prepared by locally-experienced experts on the basis of knowledge of 
the impacts of previous similar events in the same or similar areas, and 
preliminary information on the extent and severity of actual impact; 

- identify the distinct geographic zones and different kinds of households 
to be distinguished; and 

- refined progressively as more information becomes available and initial 
assessments produce a detailed, evidence-based situation analysis and a 
planning scenario. 

 The preliminary “best-guess” scenario is drawn up together with Cluster 
partners and national authorities whenever possible, but preparation should 
not be delayed waiting for a large group to convene or be formed. 

 Where an inter-agency contingency plan exists, the scenario in that plan is 
used as a starting point. 

 Preliminary enquiries and scenario development are coordinated with 
efforts in other sectors (by other Clusters) and the UN disaster assessment 
and coordination (UNDAC) team, if present. 

 

 If a contingency plan exists for this kind of event: Look at the scenario(s) 
used in that plan and consider how the present situation may differ from 
the one envisaged when the plan was prepared.  

 If no relevant contingency plan exists: Review the typical effects of the 
kind of event concerned and look at the reports of, and lessons-learned 
from, previous similar situations in the country or in similar areas of 
neighbouring countries. 

In all cases, bring together as many as possible of the key sector actors and 
experienced local professionals on day-1 to agree on a preliminary “best-
guess” scenario using, amongst other sources, the existing FAO country profile 
and any livelihood baselines: 
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 Contact a few key informants in the capital and the areas reported affected 
and, working with partners as much as possible, consolidate information 
available on the areas affected and the severity of the impact. 

 Liaise with the RC/HC, relevant national authorities and others to obtain, 
or help prepare, a map with contours showing the areas reported to be most 
severely affected and those less affected. This may reflect the depth of 
flood water, the extent of physical damage or the intensity of fighting, etc. 

 Examine baseline secondary data available (in the country office, on the 
Internet and from other sources) on the normal situation in the areas 
apparently affected: 

- compile data on the distinct population groups living in the area(s), 
their characteristics and numbers; 

- identify agro-ecological and/or livelihood zones in the areas affected; 

- prepare a time line showing the major events that have affected the 
whole area, or particular sub-areas or population groups, in the last 
few years and how those events may have affected sector conditions 
either directly or indirectly through changes in contextual factors; and 

- review information on the effects of previous shocks/crises in those 
areas and the lessons from the responses to those events. 

 In case of displaced populations, focus on: 

- their locations and what is known about the physical environment and 
resources in the localities where they are or towards which they are 
moving; 

- their characteristics, leadership structures, ethnic/social divisions and 
demography – whether they are whole families or predominantly 
women, children and old people, for example; 

- their numbers at present and the rate at which people are arriving; and  

- whatever may be known about their general condition and the resources 
(if any) they have brought with them. 

 If it is possible to make to make rapid, initial visits to one or two key sites 
(e.g. by helicopter together with government officials), meet quickly with 
local officials and visit a few vital sector facilities and selected 
communities (e.g. urban neighbourhoods and/or displaced persons camps):  

- select an itinerary that will help to identify areas where immediate life-
saving assistance may be needed while at the same time getting first 
impressions concerning the situation throughout the whole affected 
area; and 
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- try to compare the current situation with the pre-crisis baseline and get a 
rough idea of the nature and severity of the change in the situation.  

 Write up a preliminary scenario using the format in annex E. Do this in an 
early meeting with key sector partners, if possible. 
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The best possible information and analyses of the situation in the sector are 
available to inform decision-making at all stages of response. Assessments 
provide reliable, verifiable information on: 

- the impacts of the event on people and sector support systems – the present 
situation and what has changed from the pre-crisis situation; 

- how the situation is expected (forecast) to evolve; 

- the prioritized needs of affected populations for survival and the protection 
and recovery of livelihoods – differentiating between time critical and other 
needs and actions;  

- the prioritized needs for recovery of sector support systems;  

- the resources and capacities available; and 

- the general context including any particular constraints (security, socio-
cultural factors, environment, etc.) and inter-sectoral issues. 

 
 

 
 

Analysis is an integral part of assessment and sections 4.4 (Agreeing situation 
analyses; prioritizing problems and risks) and 4.5 (Agreeing response analyses 
and strategies) should be read together with the present section. 

Following initial and follow-on assessments, the resulting situation analyses 
are regularly up-dated on the basis of information from ongoing situation 
monitoring [see 4.4]. 
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 Data are collected, checked, compiled, analysed and reported in time to 
inform decisions: 
- initial assessments provide information within a week-or-so of crisis 

onset to inform initial response plans and appeals, and provide an initial 
baseline for monitoring; and 

- follow-on assessments provide more detailed information within 3 or 4 
weeks to refine initial response strategies and inform planning for 
recovery. 

 Maximum use is made of secondary data but all such data, whether on the 
current situation or pre-crisis, are reviewed for reliability and the precise 
area(s), population(s) and time period(s) to which they relate.  

 Primary data collection focuses on filling gaps in information or cross-
checking information that may not be reliable or up-to-date.  

 Data are disaggregated by area, population group, age and sex, as much as 
possible, and by a locally-relevant breakdown of different types of 
livelihoods (e.g. large farmers, small farmers, fishing, forest-based, 
agricultural labour, non-agricultural employment, etc.22). 

 Local professionals who know the context are mobilized and contribute to 
the assessment and analysis process. The affected people participate to the 
extent possible. 

 Assessments take a holistic approach with a livelihoods focus; the specific 
characteristics of all relevant sub-sectors (crops, livestock, fisheries, etc.) 
are considered and relevant experts – local or international as required – 
are included in assessment teams. 

 While the primary focus will necessarily be on the humanitarian situation 
and survival needs of the population, appropriate experts also undertake 
first, rapid assessments of the situation of critical livelihood and sector-
support systems to identify any time-critical actions needed to sustain 
those systems. 

 Conclusions are based on convergence of evidence from a range of sources 
and analyses. 
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In all cases: 

 bring together as many as possible of the key sector actors and experienced 
local professionals on day-1 to agree on a preliminary scenario that, 
amongst other things, indicates the geographic areas and highlight aspects 
on which the initial assessment should focus [see 4.2]; and 

 contact the Humanitarian Coordinator and the coordinators of the Health, 
WASH and other key clusters, and relevant government entities, to 
determine whether it is intended and possible to immediately organize a 
multi-cluster/sector initial assessment.23  

Where arrangements for a joint assessment had been agreed in advance: 

 Immediately activate the agreed procedure to organize a joint assessment 
(IRA or equivalent). The tasks involved are summarized in the figure 
below and annex F; they are similar for any assessment although time 
frames and some other details may vary. 
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- 

- 

 

 

Where arrangements have not been agreed in advance: 

 try to get agreement among the main sector actors and, if possible with 
other Clusters/sectors, on: 

- a specific phased approach to, and schedule for, assessments appropriate 
to the context – an adapted version of the figure on pg.58 [in 4.1];  

- a common set of core sector data to be collected by all organizations in 
the context of their own initial assessments and, to the extent possible, 
the data collection and sampling methods to be used; 

- geographic sharing of responsibilities to ensure reasonable coverage of 
all main areas; and 

- arrangements to share data and undertake a joint overall analysis. 

 ensure broad local participation to define needs for translation of data 
collection instruments, and ensure accuracy and consistency in translation; 

 make sure that appropriate experts undertake first, rapid assessments of the 
situation of critical livelihood- and sector-support systems to identify any 
time-critical actions needed to sustain those systems. This may require 
visits to locations other than those targeted for assessment of the needs of 
the population; and 

 finally, compile data from different organizations’ assessments and, where 
possible, facilitate a joint analysis exercise. 
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Use the guidance and adapt the tools prepared by the IASC NAFT, if/when 
available. In the meantime, it may be necessary to seek agreement on a 
compromise among the multi-cluster IRA, the WFP initial EFSA and other 
proven initial assessment approaches of other Cluster participants/partners. 

It may also be necessary to start planning (and mobilizing human and other 
resources) for certain follow-on assessments even before the initial assessment 
is completed. This may include arrangements for an agricultural recovery 
assessment and programme formulation mission coordinated by TCE. 

 
Detailed follow-on assessments/surveys may be needed in relation to 
agriculture sector recovery, livelihoods, food security and/or specific sub-
sector assessments in relation to crops, livestock, fisheries, forestry and natural 
resources, etc.  

 Review the previously agreed framework and schedule for assessments 
(adapted from the figure on pg.58) and determine what, if any, adjustments 
need to be made taking account of any already-planned assessments such 
as PDNA (or PCNA) and any planned FAO agricultural recovery 
assessment and programme formulation mission.  

 Define and agree on expected outputs, processes, roles and responsibilities 
in relation to detailed sector-specific assessments and inter-sectoral 
assessments (e.g. a PDNA). 

 how the Cluster will collaborate with and contribute to any such processes, 
what other assessments or surveys might be needed, and how and by 
whom they should be undertaken. 

 

When coordinating, planning or contributing to follow-up assessments or 
surveys: 

 define objectives and scope carefully, and draw up an analysis plan; 

 mobilize relevant specialist expertise as well as cluster partners; 

 thoroughly review available secondary data before defining primary data 
collection requirements; 

 ensure that all locally-relevant sub-sectors – including livestock and 
livestock products, and fish and fishery products, in addition to crops – are 
adequately incorporated in food security assessments;  
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 Review relevant available methodologies and guidance and agree on the 
approaches and methods to be used; 

The CC must take care to be neutral and objective in this connection but 
other FAO staff should ensure that the advantages of the FAO tools (e.g. 
the Livelihoods Assessment Toolkit) are presented and understood.  

 pre-test data recording formats and interview guides before training field 
teams; and 

 clearly specify sampling procedures and sample size for both population 
and facility surveys. 

 

The steps are basically the same as shown in the figure on pg. 67-68 for a rapid 
assessment but the time frames are longer – typically 3 to 4 weeks in total – 
and it is important to devote time in the planning and initiation phases to 
gathering and reviewing already-available information. 
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Agreement among Cluster participants/partners, and with national authorities 
to the extent possible, on a joint analysis of the situation that includes: the 
context and the impact of the event(s); the current and expected priority 
problems and risks for lives, livelihoods and sector support systems; and 
current and expected sector-related capacities, resources, opportunities and 
constraints. 

The situation analysis: 

 is compiled by locally-knowledgeable experts on the basis of the best 
available assessment information [see 4.3], and regularly up-dated on the 
basis of situation monitoring information [see 4.6]; 

 describes the current situation but also identifies what has changed, the 
causes and the implications, and forecasts how the situation is likely to 
evolve and the events (contingencies) that could give rise to further 
changes (for better or worse);  

 includes an analysis of the context and lessons from previous experience; 
 identifies and takes account of any irreversible changes due to repeated or 

protracted crises; 
 presents long-term perspectives as well as short-term needs; 
 presents the evidence with clear indications of any limitations, the sources 

of information and their reliability; and 
 is agreed (has the broadest possible consensus) among all stakeholders. 

 

The process of identifying and prioritizing problems and actions must be 
transparent. The criteria for prioritization must be recorded. 

Problem trees can help in identifying causal linkages and, when coupled with 
assessments of risks and numbers of people at risk, in prioritizing the problems 
to be addressed. 
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As with all other elements of the assessment and response planning process, 
the identification and prioritization of problems, risks and gaps, and the 
analysis of causes, should be a continuous, iterative process: 

- a preliminary analysis – the preliminary scenario definition – in the first 
24 hours informs response action during the first few days;  

- an initial analysis in the context of the initial rapid assessment completed 
within 7 to 10 days provides the basis for more substantial initial planning 
decisions; and 

- an up-dated situation analysis and planning scenario whenever necessary, 
notably following a periodic review exercise or a re-assessment following 
any substantial change in the overall situation. 

 

The Integrated Phase Classification (IPC) provides a valuable way of getting 
a range of stakeholders to pool information and generate consensus on the 
severity of the current situation and the likely evolution and risks in different 
zones. When updated after an interval, it provides valuable insights into how 
the situation may have changed within and among zones. The main steps in 
organizing an IPC exercise are shown in figure below. 



 

Cluster Coordination Guidance  76 

However, it will be difficult to introduce and use an IPC system in the early 
stages of response unless such a system was already in place prior to the crisis. 
It may be introduced during the later stages of a protracted operation. 

Organize a short workshop bringing together all the main sector stakeholders 
including, in particular, those that have recently been involved in conducting 
assessments in the affected areas, to: 

 review all available information and agree on a joint analysis of:  

- the [food security and nutritional] situation of different population 
groups, how it differs from what would be normal for the season, and 
how it compares with international standards, where relevant; 

- the status and effectiveness of the institutional and other support 
systems on which livelihoods and agricultural production depend; 

- the direct and indirect causes of the observed problems, and the extent 
to which they are transitory or chronic; and 

- the relevance for the sector of contextual factors including the political, 
social and cultural factors (including but not limited to gender 
considerations), the security situation (including the causes of conflict 
and the implications for sector action), the resources and capacities 
available, and what might reasonably be expected to be mobilized, and 
the roles and influence of any new sector actors or stakeholders (e.g. 
military forces, non-State entities). 

[IPC analysis templates 1, 2 and 3 may be used to capture information for 
different zones and population groups.] 

If an IPC system and process is being implemented, agree categorizations 
of severity – Phase Classifications – for each distinct zone; 

 prepare one or more problem trees, highlighting those for which remedial 
humanitarian or early recovery actions are “time critical”, and agree on a 
prioritization of sector-related problems (see box below); 

 make sure that analyses: 

- are evidence-based and any extrapolations and assumptions clearly 
indicated;  

- triangulate data from different sources and consider (evaluate) the 
reliability of the various data and sources; 
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- take account of the cultural context, gender, protection and human rights 
issues, the impact of HIV/AIDS, security conditions, and any limitations 
on access; and 

- identify differences among localities and different population groups, 
and age- and gender-related differences (consider the different situation 
and needs of men and women, girls and boys). 

 examine carefully any discrepancies in information, or instances where 
reported findings differ from what might have been expected. What might 
explain these differences? What is their significance? ; 

 look out for possible sources of error or bias in reported data. Ensure that 
the needs of isolated areas (with disrupted communications) are not under-
estimated or over-looked, and that needs are not over-estimated by 
concentration on data from the worst-affected areas; and 

 identify any topics, areas, or population groups for which information is 
lacking or particularly unreliable. Why is information lacking or 
unreliable? What is the significance? Which are the most important 
information gaps? What can be done to fill them, when and by whom? 
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Agreement among Cluster participants/partners, and with national authorities 
to the extent possible, on objectives and a set of response activities and 
strategies that are appropriate, feasible and cost-effective. 

There are clear, demonstrated links among (i) the identified priority problems, 
risks and gaps, and (ii) the objectives and chosen strategies.

 All main sector actors are engaged in jointly defining objectives and 
analysing response options leading to agreement on the most appropriate, 
feasible responses. The process is led, or co-led, by the relevant national 
authority, whenever possible. 

 Objectives: 
- address the priority problems and risks identified in assessments; 
- are SMART (Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Realistic and Time-

bound); 
- are tailored to the particular stage/phase of the response; 
- take account of the context including security and access conditions, 

seasonal variations, resource availabilities and any expected evolution; 
any protection and human rights issues, the impact of HIV/AIDS, and 
any other constraints on people and the delivery of services. 

 Response activities and strategies: 
- are appropriate – address the priority problems and risks effectively, 

coherently and efficiently in a manner suited to the local context; 
- are feasible – able to be implemented in the local context and with the 

resources expected to be available; 
- take account of underlying causes (e.g. IPC analysis template #3) and 

cross-cutting concerns [see annex H]; and 
- contribute to building-back-better, to the extent possible. 
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 Alternative options for addressing the priority problems and achieving the 
agreed objectives are examined and the reasons for the choice of particular 
strategies explained. 

 As with all other elements of the assessment and response planning 
process, objectives and response analysis are developed and refined 
progressively through an iterative process: 

- a preliminary, response strategy outline is prepared within the first day-
or-two, based on the preliminary scenario [see 4.2] and provides the 
basis for initial responses by Cluster partners and a framework for sector 
elements of the Flash Appeal [see 5.2] and a package of sector proposals 
for any CERF application [see 5.3]; 

- a first, more detailed sector response strategy document is prepared on 
the basis of the findings of the initial assessment [see 4.3]. It informs the 
development of the revised flash appeal and later the common 
humanitarian action plan (CHAP) that is required for the first 
consolidated appeal, if any, typically after within 2 months of onset 
[see 4.8]; and 

- the objectives and strategy are up-dated as and when necessary on the 
basis of new information from subsequent sub-sector assessments and 
situation monitoring, following any major change in the situation, and 
prior to the preparation of any new CHAP (and CAP).  

 A “twin-track” approach is adopted – meeting immediate needs while 
addressing underlying causes, improving productivity and resilience. There 
should be demonstrated linkages between (i) specific short-term objectives 
and activities, and (ii) longer-term strategic concerns. 

 Recovery is promoted from the earliest possible moment. Strategies are 
chosen that build on and strengthen existing structures and local capacities, 
whenever possible. Potential negative effects are considered and 
minimized.  

Continuing on from the joint situation analysis and problem prioritization [see 
4.4], arrange and as necessary facilitate a joint response analysis: 

 agree on objectives for the sector response in the coming weeks and 
months. For this, it will be useful to:  

- prepare an “objectives tree” as a mirror image of the problem tree; and  
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- when an IPC has been completed, review the strategic response 
framework corresponding to the phase classification and risk level for 
each zone. 

 ensure that a comprehensive, holistic, “twin-track” approach is taken to 
food security and livelihoods integrating short-term “relief” measures, 
where needed (e.g. food or cash transfers, or food vouchers), and early 
recovery interventions (e.g. for agriculture, employment or sector support 
systems); 

 choose strategies on the basis of an explicit, recorded analysis of the 
advantages and disadvantages of the available response options – the 
possible alternative ways of addressing specific problems and 
accomplishing particular objectives; 

 analyse options carefully to identify the most appropriate strategies – ones 
that will achieve the defined objectives (including building local capacities, 
where possible) while minimizing any potential negative effects. Note that 
short-term actions taken to address an immediate systemic problem in 
service delivery may have significant distorting effects on the entire 
system in the longer term; 

 draw on experience in previous crises in the same area or among similar 
populations in neighbouring countries. If actions are proposed on the basis 
of experiences further a-field, ensure a thorough analysis of the differences 
as well as the similarities between the two contexts. What worked (or 
failed) in one context will not necessarily work (or fail) in another;  

 prepare a very concise strategy document – see box below; and 

 agree, if possible, on allocations of tasks and sub-sector and/or geographic 
responsibilities among cluster participants/partners for planning, 
mobilizing resource for and implementing specific activities. 
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Up-to-date information on the situation is available on a continuous basis to 
inform decisions on response, monitor the effects of interventions, enable 
adjustments to be made when necessary, and support resource mobilization 
efforts. 

 A small number of key indicators are monitored on a continuous basis 
through joint or coordinated arrangements for monitoring and reporting. 

 Monitoring during the crisis builds on an existing sectoral reporting system, 
where possible, but is adapted to the context and needs of the crisis. It 
covers: 

- the overall situation in the sector and all relevant sub-sectors; 

- the social (including gender and age) and economic determinants of 
sector-related outcomes at household level; 

- the performance of sector support systems including compliance with 
agreed standards; and  

- the impact of humanitarian and early recovery activities. 

 Monitoring data distinguish among different zones and types of household. 

 An appropriate national sector information system is re-established in a 
sustainable manner as quickly as possible. 

Information is generally best gathered through a combination of:  

- regular reports from decentralized official structures and field relief teams 
– either all of them or a carefully-defined selection that serve as sentinel 
sites;  

- ad hoc or periodic sample surveys; and 
- regular reporting from community-level committees (“community-based 

surveillance”) wherever feasible. 
 

One organization – FAO or another cluster partner – should take responsibility 
for coordinating the monitoring system (and, where appropriate, leading efforts 
to support the [re]establishment of a national monitoring and reporting system). 
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Work with the relevant government entities, as appropriate, to: 

 agree on a (i) set of key (gender-sensitive) indicators of the situation and 
response performance in the sector that is adapted to the local situation and 
capacities and (ii) how, from where and at what frequency the data should 
be reported; 

 agree on a strategy to progressively enhance the coverage and content of 
reporting from field units, relief teams and other sector actors, and 
strengthen or re-establish a national sector reporting system; 

 agree on the organization (FAO or other) to take the lead in supporting the 
national reporting system, and how other cluster partners will contribute in 
a coordinated effort; 

 regularly compile and analyse information from all sources on the situation, 
the determinants of food security, and the performance of sector support 
services, and thus identify any emerging problems, critical gaps or areas 
needing action; 

 give special attention to the impact of assistance on the environment and 
the natural resource base, including livestock and fishery resources 
wherever relevant; 

 ensure that the essential elements listed in the box below are in place and 
monitor the performance of the system; and 

 ensure that monitoring findings are published promptly and delivered 
regularly to decision-makers in all the main stakeholder entities – relevant 
government departments, the national relief coordination body, 
international agencies, the main national NGOs, donors, news-media, etc. 
(Reports may be distributed in conjunction with the regular sector bulletin, 
see section 3.7.) 
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Any significant gaps in the provision of essential assistance or services to 
affected population groups are quickly identified and prompt action is taken to 
fill them. Overlaps and duplication of activities are avoided. 

Gaps may be geographic - certain areas are not covered for particular types of 
activity or service, or programmatic – certain activities or services do not meet 
agreed standards. 

 Assessments, situation monitoring and periodic sector reviews all examine 
the coverage and standards of delivery of assistance activities and services 
in the sector, and the effectiveness of targeting, and highlight any gaps or 
overlaps/duplications. 

 Cluster participants/partners regularly review information on gaps and 
overlaps, agree on the priority gaps and, to the extent possible, adjust their 
ongoing and planned activities to fill those gaps and reduce overlaps. 

 Any pooled resources available to the Cluster are used to fill the most 
critical gaps. 

 The CLA informs the Humanitarian Coordinator of any significant gaps 
and works with the HC, national authorities and donors to mobilize the 
resources to fill those gaps, especially those that pose direct threats to lives 
and livelihoods (the provider of last resort responsibility). 

 

Accurate gap analysis is unlikely to be possible in the initial response due to 
limited scope and depth of assessment data and poor and confusing information 
about the presence and implementation plans of sector actors. However, data 
and the understanding of both the situation and ongoing activities should 
improve rapidly enabling gaps and duplications to be identified. 
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The CC should: 

 keep the coverage, targeting and standards of assistance activities and 
services under constant review to identify any significant gaps or 
overlaps/duplications; 

 guide Cluster participants/partners especially newly-arriving organizations 
in their choice of areas to work and activities to prioritize; 

 alert cluster members individually and collectively when action is needed 
to cover gaps and maintain standards, or reduce duplications; 

 encourage Cluster participants/partners to share targeting criteria and 
beneficiary lists; and 

 keep the CLA and other stakeholders informed of any significant gaps. 

 

- 

- 

- 

- 

- 
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The sector component of a Common Humanitarian Action Plan is agreed 
among Cluster participants/partners, and sector concerns are appropriately 
integrated in the section on overall context and humanitarian consequences. 
 

- 

- 

- 

- 

 The CHAP is developed by the Humanitarian Country Team under the 
leadership of the Humanitarian Coordinator. Non-IASC members, such as 
national NGOs, can be included. Other key stakeholders in humanitarian 
action should be consulted, in particular the host government and donors. 

 The CC contributes (through the ICCG) to the development of overall, 
inter-sectoral elements, 27  and leads Cluster participants/partners in 
preparing the sector component of the CHAP. 
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In contributing to the inter-sectoral elements 

 Ensure that:  

- all current and potential sector issues are adequately taken into account;  

- inter-relationships among sectors are clearly recognized; and  

- the situation and vulnerabilities of all distinct population sub-groups are 
taken into account (depending on the context, sub-groups might be 
based on ethnicity, disability, gender, age, HIV/AIDS, etc.). 

Drawing up a sector strategy 

 Agree a 2-page strategy summary for the sector. The summary from a food 
security/agriculture sector NAF report may be used or information from an 
alternative, evidence-based, inter-agency needs and response analysis [see 
4.4, 4.5].  

 Include projects to support critical sector-support system elements and 
coordination, when needed, as well as projects for the delivery of supplies 
and services for both relief and early recovery purposes. All projects 
should take account of cross-cutting issues (age, gender, HIV, protection, 
considerations, etc.) 

Selecting and prioritizing projects for inclusion in the CHAP28 

 Arrange a special meeting to select and prioritize projects for inclusion in 
the CHAP and consolidated appeal. If the Cluster is large, form a technical 
working group for this purpose including representatives of each main 
group of stakeholders, e.g. government, large INGOs, large NNGOs, small 
INGOs, small NNGOs, other national institutions, donors. Elect a chair 
and co-chair at least one of which from an NGO or the Red Cross/Crescent. 

 Review the criteria established by the Humanitarian Country Team for the 
selection and prioritization of projects in general and agree on the specific 
criteria to be used for food-security/agriculture sector  projects.  

 Ask organizations participating in the Cluster to prepare 1-page project 
sheets following the CAP technical guidelines and submit them to the chair 
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and co-chair. Emphasize that the projects should address agreed priority 
needs and support the implementation of the agreed food security/ 
agriculture sector strategy. 

 Review the proposals in a discussion facilitated by the designated chair 
and co-chair. Send back to the originating organizations any proposals that 
do not meet the agreed criteria. 

 Submit the selected proposals to the Humanitarian Coordinator/OCHA.  
 

The chair and co-chair should then participate in a peer (inter-cluster) review to 
ensure overall consistency in the proposals for different sectors. The HC makes 
the final decision and is accountable to the Emergency Relief Coordinator for 
ensuring that projects included in the appeal are in line with the agreed overall 
humanitarian needs and strategic priorities. 

Note that any support needed to assure the effective functioning of the cluster, 
and the ability of the cluster lead agency and coordinator to fulfil their 
responsibilities, must be included in the package. Budget lines may be needed 
for, for example, information management, communications, and evaluations. 
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Recovery is promoted and facilitated from the earliest possible moment. The 
response provides for a progressive transition from humanitarian assistance to 
recovery and long-term development, as the situation permits. 

 Strategic planning for longer-term rehabilitation and recovery is 
undertaken at the early stage of emergency interventions to ensure that, to 
the extent possible, actions at all stages of the emergency response 
promote long-term sustainability of livelihoods and natural resources.

 “Build back better”, whenever possible: conditions and structures that had 
earlier kept people trapped in poverty should not be recreated. 

 Local capacities, including natural resource management and conservation 
capabilities, are protected and strengthened, as necessary, in all sub-sectors. 

 The resumption of livestock and fish production is given appropriate 
priority in areas where they are important parts of the diet and livelihoods 
of the affected communities. 

 The millennium development goals (MDGs) may be used as targets to 
focus recovery activities following a protracted crisis. 

 Think long-term: be aware that ill-considered decisions and investments 
made in the initial phases of a crisis may have detrimental long-term 
consequences extending well into the recovery and reconstruction phases. 

 Protect and reinforce local capacities from the outset as suggested in 3.4.  

 While still assuring direct action to protect lives and livelihoods as needed, 
give progressively increasing attention to recovery taking account of 
overall socio-economic conditions, the institutional capacity of 
government and non-state actors, the nature of the crisis, and differences 
among geographical areas. 

 Collaborate in Post Disaster Needs Assessments (PDNAs) – usually led by 
the government with the support of UNDP, the EC and WB – and other 
inter-agency, recovery-oriented, post-crisis assessments.  
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 Use the Consolidated Appeals Process (CAP) to mobilize resources for 
some initial early recovery activities, when agreed with the HC and 
humanitarian country team, but also explore possibilities for funding more 
substantial recovery-related activities through bilateral or multilateral 
agreements such as multi-donor trust funds (MDTF) and include priority 
activities in the UN Country Assistance Framework. 

 Accelerate capacity building within national agencies to enable them, and 
national enterprises, to take the lead in rebuilding facilities and services 
and thereby enhance national ownership of the process and results.  

 Identify well-functioning local agencies and enterprises that can serve as 
models or support for malfunctioning sector facilities or services. 

 Once the situation and assistance operations have stabilized, plan with the 
relevant national authorities for a nationally-led coordination mechanism 
to gradually take over the coordination of ongoing, longer-term assistance 
within the sector. 
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Sectors actors are ready to respond to any new, foreseeable crisis that might 
erupt during the coming weeks and months.  
 

 Events that could further impact on the population or ongoing 
humanitarian assistance operations during the coming months are 
anticipated.  

 Contingency plans are prepared to respond to foreseeable new threats and 
ensure, as much as possible, the continuity of services and humanitarian 
assistance to the target populations. Contingency plans should be included 
as annexes to the sector response strategy [see 4.5]. 

 Cluster participants/partners plan together but also contribute to and 
support contingency planning by relevant national authorities. 

 

Events (contingencies) that might need to be anticipated include, for example:  

- secondary disasters: recurrence of the primary hazard or secondary 
phenomena such as an epidemic or a forthcoming cyclone season;  

- deterioration of the security situation, notably the possibility that renewed 
conflict could affect certain areas or programmes, cause new population 
displacements, or disrupt supply corridors; and 

- breakdown of in-country supply chains due to overburdened provincial 
services. 

 

Seasonal variations such as rainy and lean seasons and their usual effects on 
programme implementation, markets and physical access must also be taken 
into account, but this should be integrated in the basic sector response strategy. 
Contingency planning should cover other, more exceptional events. 
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In collaboration with the relevant government entities and other stakeholders: 

 identify and prioritize possible contingencies that, during the coming 
months, could impact on: 
- the sector (food production, supplies, nutritional status, etc.); and 
- the ongoing humanitarian and early recovery assistance operations in 

the sector. 

 decide within the Cluster, in coordination with government entities and other 
main food security/agriculture actors, how such events will be managed – how 
the new sector needs will be responded to and how operational support and 
services will be maintained if/when such events occur; 

 estimate the additional resources – human, material, financial – that could 
be needed to respond to the new situation, determine how they would be 
mobilized and where to pre-position stocks; 

 ensure the constant, ongoing monitoring of contingency stocks, and their 
replenishment whenever needed; 

 write up a joint Cluster/sector contingency plan that describes the 
anticipated scenario(s), specifies arrangements for immediate joint 
assessment and planning, outlines the response strategy, actions and 
resources that would probably be needed, and assigns specific roles and 
responsibilities for action if/when such events occur and for immediate 
preparedness measures; 

 disseminate the plan to all stakeholders and ensure that all Cluster 
participants/partners take necessary measures internally to be ready to 
fulfil their role/responsibilities if/when such events occur. If needed, 
prepare specific projects to enhance preparedness and seek to mobilize the 
necessary resources from donors; and 

 regularly review (i) the list of possible contingencies and scenarios, and 
(ii) the contingency plan. Update them when necessary.  
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All stakeholders including the government at the highest level, the HCT, and 
potential donors are aware of the situation, risks, needs and opportunities in the 
sector. The affected populations are also aware of the risks and the measures 
they should take to reduce their vulnerability and accelerate recovery.  

 Each advocacy message/argument serves a specific purpose, is based on 
clear evidence, and is adapted to the context (including local culture). 

 Advocacy is conducted through both public statements (e.g. collective 
Cluster statements) and private dialogue (e.g. CC discussions with 
government representatives and donors). 

 

 

 

Arguments based on “rights” can be effective in creating political will where it 
is lacking, especially when framed within existing cultural constructs. 

- 

- 

- 

- 

 Identify advocacy expertise and capacities within the Cluster. Establish a 
standing working group to develop appropriate advocacy strategies and 
communications. 

 Get professional support, if needed, from agencies that have particular 
experience. 
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 Identify the main issues for which advocacy and communications are 
required for the Cluster/sector as a whole and for specific messages. 
Develop advocacy strategies that will get the messages to relevant 
decision-makers. 

 Highlight sector needs in all relevant inter-sectoral fora and processes 
(including HCT meetings, donor meetings, etc.).  

 Ensure that other sectors understand the specific issues facing agriculture 
in the particular local context, the possibilities for synergy and any risks of 
undermining agricultural recovery. 

 Ensure the production and wide dissemination of sector bulletins, and 
briefing of the news-media on specific issues [see 3.7]. 

 Ensure that advocacy materials are easy to understand for people who are 
not agricultural specialists and take account of the local cultural context. 
Explain concepts clearly and be careful and consistent in the use of 
terms.29  

 Participate actively in the planning and execution of multi-sector advocacy 
and communications strategies. 
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The sector inputs to a flash appeal are convincing and submitted in time for 
inclusion in the appeal. Sector concerns are appropriately reflected in the 
definition of the overall inter-sectoral priorities and strategy. 

 The CLA/CC is responsible for submitting to the HC an initial response 
plan for the sector that is prepared collaboration with food security/ 
agriculture partners and in consultation with relevant national authorities.  

 The response plan includes an initial sector response strategy, a statement 
on roles and responsibilities, and outlines of specific proposed projects – 
all based on available information, early estimates and best guesses. 

 The initial response plan focuses on urgent life-saving needs plus whatever 
early recovery projects can be identified, planned and implemented within 
the first few months. 

 

The Flash Appeal may include projects from UN agencies, international 
organizations, and NGOs. It may include project partnerships with the national 
Red Cross or Red Crescent Society. Government ministries cannot appeal for 
funds directly in a flash appeal, but can be partners in UN or NGO projects.  

Appeals and projects, including budgetary requirements, can be updated online 
through the OCHA financial tracking system (FTS) at any time. 
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The CLA/CC should: 

 bring together all significant sector actors and facilitate a process of: 

- analysing available assessment information and agreeing an initial 
response strategy [see 4.5]; 

- vetting projects proposed by individual organizations; and 

- building consensus on the projects to be included in the appeal ensuring 
that they are all relevant, high-priority, coordinated and feasible; 

 consult with the relevant national authorities and keep local donor 
representatives informed; 

 write up the plan in the required appeal document format; and  

 liaise with other clusters to ensure that proposed activities are 
complementary and appropriately address priority inter-sectoral issues. 

 

Normally, the sector draft should be submitted to the HC within 3 or 4 days of 
the decision to launch a flash appeal; the actual deadline will be specified by 
the HC in each case. 
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Sector proposals for CERF funding are convincing and submitted in time for 
inclusion in the HC’s recommendation for funding.  
 

- 

- 

 The Fund is intended to support emergency response in general but NGOs 
are not eligible to access CERF funds directly. Only UN agencies can 
submit requests for CERF funding.  

 The CLA (or a relevant UN agency if the CLA is not a UN agency) 
compiles and submits a proposal incorporating the project funding 
requirements of other, non-UN cluster partners. The CLA/UN agency is 
then responsible for ensuring that CERF funds allocated to NGO projects 
are passed through to the NGOs concerned. 

 Produce a CERF request in parallel with the flash appeal [see 5.2]. The 
appeal serves as the contextual analysis for the CERF application. 

 Select from the flash appeal the highest-priority projects that have not yet 
received any clear indications of donors support: get the organizations 
concerned to prepare concise project summaries in the CERF format. 

 Submit the sector package to the HC for inclusion in the overall CERF 
request with convincing arguments why any proposed agriculture projects 
are an immediate priority (to avoid missing a planting season, for example). 
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The sector elements of a consolidated appeal are convincing and submitted in 
time for inclusion in the appeal. Sector concerns are appropriately reflected in 
the definition of the overall inter-sectoral priorities and strategy. Mid-year 
reviews (MYRs) are effective in measuring progress and reorienting strategies 
if/when needed. 
 

 

A consolidated appeal is developed among agencies in the field, led by the HC. 
The process typically takes about a month.  

For a consolidated appeal, the CLA, CC and food security/agriculture cluster 
partners: 

 contribute to the development (by the HC and OCHA) of the overall, inter-
sectoral priorities and response strategy; 

 prepare the food security/agriculture section of the common humanitarian 
action plan (CHAP) [see 4.8] and propose a coherent set of projects 
corresponding to the agreed priorities and strategy; and 

 monitor contributions against the food security/agriculture component of 
the appeal and conduct a mid-year review. 

 

A mid-year review (MYR): 

 measures progress made in achieving the goals and objectives of the 
Common Humanitarian Action Plan (CHAP) and report findings to 
stakeholders; 
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 determines whether or not the agreed strategy is having the desired impact, 
and if necessary change the strategy to adapt to new conditions; 

 updates the portfolio of projects; 

 reprioritizes humanitarian response activities and projects; and 

 analyses funding and, on that basis, advocates for donor support. 

 Convene a Cluster planning meeting – or form a planning group – to 
prepare specific proposals. The meeting/group should be co-chaired by a 
UN agency and an NGO. 

 Prepare the sector section of the CHAP as described in 4.8. 

 Agree clear criteria for the selection of projects for inclusion in the appeal. 
Ensure that these criteria include technically-sound support to early, 
sustainable recovery and a transition from aid dependency to self-reliance. 

 Get organizations participating in the appeal to prepare one-page project 
sheets according to CAP Technical Guidelines and submit them to the 
Chair and Co-Chair of the planning meeting/group. (The projects should 
address agreed priorities and contribute to achieving specific objectives in 
the food security/agriculture crisis response strategy.) 

 Agree on the projects to be included in the appeal based on the previously-
agreed criteria. 

 Liaise with other clusters to ensure that activities are complementary and 
appropriately address the priority inter-sectoral problems. 

 Use the Financial Tracking Service (FTS) database to track (monitor) 
contributions against the food security/agriculture component of the 
appeal. 
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 Review the relevant CHAP section in the light of up-to-date information 
from assessments and monitoring, and propose adjustment if needed. 

 Review all projects proposed in the CAP and validate that each is still 
relevant (has not become not redundant), feasible, and economically 
budgeted. Project proposals that do not meet these requirements should be 
deleted, or revised by the proposing organisation. 

 Prioritize remaining unfunded or under-funded projects using at least a 
two-tier system (top priority and medium priority projects).   

 Ensure that all relevant proposals and projects are taken into account 
(including those of NGOs that are relevant although not shown in the 
original appeal document).30   

 

Individual agencies should give their headquarters an early look at their new or 
revised projects during the MYR process, to avoid any misunderstandings and 
the need for last-minute changes. 
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Current and potential donors are aware of the situation and needs in the sector. 
They understand the benefits of supporting the sector and the risks if support is 
inadequate. 

 Donors are regularly informed of the situation and needs in the sector 
including the importance of promoting the early recovery of agriculture 
and other livelihood activities and related support systems. 

 The CLA and CC meet regularly meet with donors (individually and 
collectively) to explain the situation and needs for the sector/cluster as a 
whole. 

FAO/the CLA and CC, on behalf of the cluster and sector as a whole, should: 

 take initiative to contact local donor representatives, any foundations and 
potential private-sector donors represented in the country to explain sector 
priorities and resource needs. Map their particular interests and keep them 
informed of needs and developments on a regular basis; 

 ensure that donors understand the importance of, and possibilities for, 
promoting early recovery in agriculture and other livelihood activities – the 
need for a “twin-track” approach to promote self-reliance and minimise the 
period of dependence on food or other forms of relief distribution; 

 prepare briefs to support resource mobilization for the sector/cluster as a 
whole focusing on the priority gaps; 

 encourage potential donors to participate in Cluster coordination meetings 
and briefings; 

 invite donors to join assessment missions (as observers) and project site 
visits. Support joint donor fact-finding missions; 

 prepare concise, “donor-friendly” briefing materials and presentations, 
including easy-to-understand graphics. Prepare and provide detailed 
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technical material and presentations only when requested by a particular 
donor;  

 link potential donors with specific Cluster partners, when appropriate; 

 establish system to record contacts with donors (proposals given, 
indications of interest received, etc.); and 

 alert the HC and CLA headquarters to any critical gaps that need urgent 
action.  

 

Ideally, joint planning and the coordinated implementation of agreed activities 
would be followed by joint reporting back to donors – the preparation of a 
joint narrative report to be submitted to all donors together with the separate 
financial reports of each organization to each donor. FAO/the CLA and CC 
should propose this to cluster partners and donors and, where agreed, take the 
lead in preparing an overall narrative report based on the strategy and expected 
results presented in a flash or consolidated appeal. 

 

Accessing funds from other (non-traditional) sources 

In certain circumstances, funds for humanitarian and/or early recovery 
activities may be sought from: 

- Common Humanitarian Funds (established for specific countries); 

- Multiple Donors Trust Fund; and 

- Community Peace and Stability Fund. 
 

For recovery activities, funding may be sought through the mechanism of the 
UN Development Assistance Framework (UNDAF). Funds may also be sought 
from foundations and the private sector. 

 

Sharing resources 

When “pooled” resources are available for sector action: 

 agree within the cluster – in a cluster meeting – on criteria for the selection 
of project activities in priority areas and the allocation of resources to 
individual agencies; 

 invite agencies to submit proposals (e.g. using the CERF application 
format) in accordance with the agreed criteria; 
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 form a project appraisal group including representatives from each main 
group of stakeholders (e.g. government, large INGOs, large NNGOs, small 
INGOs, small NNGOs, other national institutions and donors) to review 
proposals and select projects to be funded31; and 

 ensure that the procedures for transferring funds (e.g. from CERF) to the 
concerned implementing organizations are clear and understood by all 
concerned. 
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Cluster performance is assured and enhanced through regular monitoring. 

 Cluster participants/partners collectively monitor the implementation of 
the overall sector response strategy and ensure evaluation of the overall 
Cluster/sector response. Monitoring and evaluation (M&E) should be an 
integral part of the response strategy. 

 When the cluster approach is fully implemented and participating sector 
actors work together in partnership, the Cluster may also organize joint 
M&E of individual projects. 

 Monitoring is initiated from the early stages of response and focuses on a 
few key indicators. It may be refined and extended later. The start is not 
delayed while waiting for a sophisticated monitoring system to be 
developed. Care is taken to not collect more data than will actually be used.  

 M&E is gender- and culture-sensitive and takes account of other locally-
relevant cross-cutting concerns.  

 M&E is participatory, as much as possible. The more participatory M&E 
activities, the more likely they will represent the real situation and the 
opinions of sector stakeholders including local communities. 

 Agree criteria to measure Cluster performance. 

 Organize MYRs on the required schedule [see 5.4] and intermediate 
reviews if agreed by cluster partners to be useful:32 

- encourage all Cluster participants/partners to participate; and 

- examine not only the progress of specific kinds of activity but also 
whether the cluster is meeting its objectives in terms of partnerships, 
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standards and gap filling, and whether it is sufficiently responsive to 
changing needs.  

 Consider organizing a real-time evaluation (RTE) in the early stages of 
response or, better, participate in an inter-sectoral RTE coordinated by the 
HCR and OCHA. 

 Ensure that all M&E activities are gender-sensitive and take account of 
other locally-relevant cross-cutting concerns.  
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Cluster participants/partners – and government to the extent possible – 
exchange experiences and jointly learn lessons for future activities. 

 Joint evaluations or lessons-learning exercises are organized – usually 
separately – at appropriate moments when it is feasible to generate 
information that is accurate, reliable and useful:  

- they may be organized at national level or within particular operational 
zones; 

- they must identify critical food security/agriculture and operational 
issues and fine-tune the strategies to address them; areas of weakness 
must be identified so that steps can be taken to rectify them; and 

- the findings should lead to policy, operational and technical 
recommendations.  

 A real-time evaluation (RTE) may be appropriate during the early stages of 
a major humanitarian operation. The purpose will be to help ensure the 
best possible outcomes for the affected population by identifying – and 
suggestions solutions to – any problems in the coordination, planning and 
management of the response, and ensuring accountability. 

 For any major crisis, a final lessons-learning exercise is undertaken not 
later than one month after the end of humanitarian operations. This is 
included in the work plan and budget of the Cluster/sector coordination 
group and the exercise cover both programme and operational aspects. 

 The purpose of each evaluation or lessons exercise is clearly defined, the 
terms of reference (ToR) are drawn up with care – see box below – and an 
adequate budget is established.  

 All the main food security/agriculture actors are involved in planning the 
exercise and agree the ToR. (A key success factor in sector programme 
evaluation is the involvement of all sector partners, including the 
government, in the planning of the evaluation to ensure their ownership of 
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the results. A sector programme evaluation is more complex than a single-
intervention evaluation!) 

 An evaluation manager is designated for each evaluation or lessons 
exercise. S/he is able to devote sufficient time to managing the process.  

 Evaluation teams include a mix of relevant skills and experience, and are 
gender-balanced. 

 Reports, findings and recommendations are promptly disseminated to all 
concerned and brought to the attention of the managers who need to know 
and take action. 

 An action plan is developed to follow up on recommendations. The plan 
clearly specifies responsibilities for follow-up actions; its implementation 
is monitored. 

Work with relevant national authorities and other important sector actors, as 
appropriate, to: 

 identify the appropriate timing for a joint evaluation or lessons-learning 
exercise, and get support for the proposal from the main stakeholders; 

 organize a consultative process to: (i) identify both the issues (the broad 
areas that need to be explored) and the specific questions that need to be 
answered; and (ii) agree on ToR and a plan; and 

 ensure the designation of an evaluation manager and support him/her as 
needed. 
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The Cluster Approach operates at two levels. At the global level, the aim is to 
strengthen system-wide preparedness and technical capacity to respond to 
humanitarian emergencies by designating global Cluster Leads and ensuring that 
there is predictable leadership and accountability in all the main sectors or areas of 
activity. At the country level, the aim is to ensure a more coherent and effective 
response by mobilizing groups of agencies, organizations and NGOs to respond in 
a strategic manner across all key sectors or areas of activity, each sector having a 
clearly designated lead, as agreed by the Humanitarian Coordinator and the 
Humanitarian Country Team. (To enhance predictability where possible this should 
be in line with the lead agency arrangements at the global level.) 

The Humanitarian Coordinator – with the support of OCHA – retains responsibility 
for ensuring the adequacy, coherence and effectiveness of the overall humanitarian 
response and is accountable to the Emergency Relief Coordinator. 

Sector/cluster leads at the country level are accountable to the Humanitarian 
Coordinator for facilitating a process at the sectoral level aimed at ensuring the 
following: 
 

Inclusion of key humanitarian partners 

- Ensure inclusion of key humanitarian partners for the sector, respecting their 
respective mandates and programme priorities. 

 

Establishment and maintenance of appropriate humanitarian coordination 
mechanisms 

- Ensure appropriate coordination with all humanitarian partners (including 
national and international NGOs, the International Red Cross/Red Crescent 
Movement, IOM and other international organizations), through 
establishment/maintenance of appropriate sectoral coordination mechanisms, 
including working groups at the national and, if necessary, local level. 

- Secure commitments from humanitarian partners in responding to needs and 
filling gaps, ensuring an appropriate distribution of responsibilities within the 
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sectoral group, with clearly defined focal points for specific issues where 
necessary. 

- Ensure the complementarity of different humanitarian actors’ actions. 

- Promote emergency response actions while at the same time considering the 
need for early recovery planning as well as prevention and risk reduction 
concerns. 

- Ensure effective links with other sectoral groups. 

- Ensure that sectoral coordination mechanisms are adapted over time to reflect 
the capacities of local actors and the engagement of development partners. 

- Represent the interests of the sectoral group in discussions with the 
Humanitarian Coordinator and other stakeholders on prioritization, resource 
mobilization and advocacy. 

 

Coordination with national/local authorities, State institutions, local civil society 
and other relevant actors 

- Ensure that humanitarian responses build on local capacities. 

- Ensure appropriate links with national and local authorities, State institutions, 
local civil society and other relevant actors (e.g. peacekeeping forces) and 
ensure appropriate coordination and information exchange with them. 

 

Participatory and community-based approaches 

- Ensure utilization of participatory and community based approaches in 
sectoral needs assessment, analysis, planning, monitoring and response. 

 

Attention to priority cross-cutting issues 

- Ensure integration of agreed priority cross-cutting issues in sectoral needs 
assessment, analysis, planning, monitoring and response (e.g. age, diversity, 
environment, gender, HIV/AIDS and human rights); contribute to the 
development of appropriate strategies to address these issues; ensure gender-
sensitive programming and promote gender equality; ensure that the needs, 
contributions and capacities of women and girls as well as men and boys are 
addressed. 

 

Needs assessment and analysis 

- Ensure effective and coherent sectoral needs assessment and analysis, 
involving all relevant partners. 
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Emergency preparedness 

- Ensure adequate contingency planning and preparedness for new emergencies. 
 

Planning and strategy development 

Ensure predictable action within the sectoral group for the following: 

- identification of gaps; 

- developing/updating agreed response strategies and action plans for the sector 
and ensuring that these are adequately reflected in overall country strategies, 
such as the Common Humanitarian Action Plan (CHAP); 

- drawing lessons learned from past activities and revising strategies 
accordingly; and 

- developing an exit, or transition, strategy for the sectoral group. 
 

Application of standards 

- Ensure that sectoral group participants are aware of relevant policy guidelines, 
technical standards and relevant commitments that the Government has 
undertaken under international human rights law. 

- Ensure that responses are in line with existing policy guidance, technical 
standards, and relevant Government human rights legal obligations. 

 

Monitoring and reporting 

- Ensure adequate monitoring mechanisms are in place to review impact of the 
sectoral working group and progress against implementation plans. 

- Ensure adequate reporting and effective information sharing (with OCHA 
support), with due regard for age and sex disaggregation. 

 

Advocacy and resource mobilization 

- Identify core advocacy concerns, including resource requirements, and 
contribute key messages to broader advocacy initiatives of the HC and other 
actors. 

- Advocate for donors to fund humanitarian actors to carry out priority activities 
in the sector concerned, while at the same time encouraging sectoral group 
participants to mobilize resources for their activities through their usual 
channels. 
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Training and capacity building 

- Promote/support training of staff and capacity building of humanitarian 
partners. 

- Support efforts to strengthen the capacity of the national authorities and civil 
society. 

 

Provision of assistance or services as a last resort 

- As agreed by the IASC Principals, sector leads are responsible for acting as 
the provider of last resort (subject to access, security and availability of 
funding) to meet agreed priority needs and will be supported by the HC and 
the ERC in their resource mobilization efforts in this regard. 

- This concept is to be applied in an appropriate and realistic manner for cross-
cutting issues such as protection, early recovery and camp coordination.  

 

Humanitarian actors who participate in the development of common humanitarian 
action plans are expected to be proactive partners in assessing needs, developing 
strategies and plans for the sector, and implementing agreed priority activities. 
Provisions should also be made in sectoral groups for those humanitarian actors 
who may wish to participate as observers, mainly for information-sharing purposes. 
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Background 

In countries facing major new or on-going complex and/or natural humanitarian 
emergencies, the Humanitarian Coordinator (HC) or Resident Coordinator (RC) 
where there is no HC, in consultation with the Humanitarian Country Team 
(HCT) , is responsible for designating Cluster Lead Agencies for all key 
humanitarian response sectors and for consulting with the Emergency Relief 
Coordinator to ensure that there is IASC agreement to the proposed arrangements .  

At the country level the Country Director/Representative of the agency/ 
organization designated as Cluster Lead Agency is ultimately accountable to the 
HC for ensuring that cluster leadership activities are carried out effectively.  To 
this end, Cluster Lead Agencies at the country level are responsible for appointing 
individuals with the appropriate seniority, skills and competencies required to 
promote strategic and action-orientated cluster coordination. It may be preferable 
to appoint a dedicated, full-time Cluster Coordinator with no other programme 
responsibilities, at least during the height of the emergency. It is the responsibility 
of the Cluster Lead Agency at the country level to ensure that Cluster Coordinators 
have the means and support needed to fulfil these Terms of Reference (TORs).   

In cases where a decision is made to designate Cluster Co-Lead Agencies at the 
country level, it is the responsibility of the HC (who may be supported by an 
OCHA Field Office) and the Cluster Co-Lead Agencies to ensure that the division 
of labour between them is clearly spelt out and communicated to relevant 
stakeholders. This can be done by drawing up a Memorandum of Understanding 
clearly reflecting the agreed Cluster Co-Lead coordination arrangements.  
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 Get as many as possible of the main sector actors to attend a planning meeting 
together with key actors from the other sectors, on day 1 if possible, to: 

o agree the purpose/objectives and time frame for the assessment; 
o define responsibilities and timeframes for all preparatory actions; 
o adapt the standard IRA data collection format to the local context, if 

necessary,44 and define how any additional data will be input and analysed 
(contact the cluster support unit in TCER for guidance and support, if 
needed); and  

o get advice on gender and other cross-cutting issues that may be critical in 
the local context. 

 Rapidly review relevant sector secondary data available at national level 
including the FAO country profile – see IRA guidance note 2.3 especially 
table 2. 

 Then, jointly with the other clusters: 

o assemble multi-disciplinary field assessment teams. Ensure they are 
balanced in terms of expertise and gender, and between national and 
international personnel - see IRA guidance note 2.4; 

o select the areas to be visited. Use stratified sampling to select not only areas 
that are believed to be particularly badly affected but also ones covering a 
range of different conditions and population groups that may be differently 
affected and face different food security/agriculture problems and risks – 
see IRA guidance note 2.5; 

o define the criteria and procedures to be applied by assessment teams in 
selecting individual sites to be visited within the selected areas; 

o specify the (few, key) items of data on other sectors that food 
security/agriculture members of assessment teams should collect in the 
absence of team members for the other sectors, and vice-versa; 
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o provide guidance notes (including case definitions) and organize rapid 
training – and security briefing, where needed – for all field assessment 
teams; 

o provide field teams with available secondary data on the areas they will 
visit before they start field visits, so their interviews and primary data 
collection can be appropriately focused;  

o plan logistics carefully and ensure that all teams have necessary permits 
(where needed), transport (including fuel, etc.), communications (radios 
and/or access to telephones), GPS (and are trained in its use), and access to 
accommodation (camping equipment, if necessary), water and food; 

o make arrangements to receive and rapidly collate and analyse incoming 
data and reports from assessment teams, relief teams and other sources. 
These arrangements must be made in advance, as part of the planning for 
the assessment. Too often, analysis of data from “rapid” assessments has 
taken several weeks!; and 

o prepare a realistic budget for the whole assessment process – including field 
travel and the analysis of the data – and secure funds. 

 Ensure constant monitoring of and support to the field assessment teams 
during field work. 

 Ensure arrangements for the safe receipt of reports from field teams and the 
prompt entry of the data into the IRA analysis tool (and arrangements for any 
additions to the standard IRA form to be input separately). 

 Arrange for the assessment team leaders/teams to review the automated reports 
for each site and to insert their own comments and interpretations, and for data 
from any questions added to the standard IRA form to be to analysed and 
inserted separately. 

 Specify the administrative levels at which aggregate reports are required, and 
arrange for a multi-disciplinary group of sector-specialists and experienced 
generalists to: 

o review the automated aggregate reports and insert their comments and 
interpretations; and 

o produce the overall report and recommendations. 

 Arrange rapid clearance of the overall report by all clusters (and relevant 
government entities where necessary) and disseminate it immediately to all 
food security/agriculture actors, donors and other stakeholders using email, a 
website, and hard copies. 
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Human rights and protection:  

 Do proposed strategies and implementation modalities assure equality of 
access to assistance and services for ALL population groups and adequate 
protection for beneficiaries and humanitarian/food security/agriculture 
workers?  

 Might they reinforce existing patterns of discrimination or increase risks?  

 Could activities or implementation modalities be modified to better assure 
respect for human rights and protection, especially for groups determined to be 
at particular risk (e.g. female-headed-households, women and men with 
disabilities, people living with HIV/AIDS, adolescent boys)? 

 Is there effective collaboration between the food security/agriculture and 
protection clusters in ensuring protection, treatment and psycho-social support 
for the above-listed groups at particular risk, unaccompanied children, and 
victims of sexual and gender-based violence? 

Gender:  

 Do proposed strategies and implementation modalities promote gender 
equality and minimize risks of sexual and gender-based violence?  

 Might they increase existing inequalities?  

 Could activities or implementation modalities be modified to better promote 
gender equality? 

HIV/AIDS:  

 Do proposed strategies take account of the prevalence of HIV/AIDS and 
minimize the risks of transmission in a culturally appropriate manner? 

 Could activities or implementation modalities be modified to better provide for 
people suffering from HIV/AIDS and reduce risks of transmission? 

 Are preventive strategies that were in place prior to the crisis being 
maintained? 
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Environment:  

 Do proposed strategies and implementation modalities assure protection of the 
environment and natural resource base? 

 Might they create additional unnecessary waste? 

 Could activities or implementation modalities be modified to better protect the 
environment? 

Psychosocial concerns:  

 Do proposed strategies and implementation modalities take into account social 
considerations (safe aid for all in dignity, considering cultural practices and 
existing community resources)? 
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