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LIST OF ACRONYMS 
 
AFNS: Aid Fund for Northern Syria 
 

CBPF: Country Based Pooled Fund 
 

DRC: Danish Refugee Council 
 

FCDO: Foreign, Commonwealth & Development Office (UK) 
 

FMA: Fund Management Agent 
 

FMU: Fund Management Unit 
 

HC/RC: Humanitarian Coordinator / Resident Coordinator (UN) 
 

ICC: Inter Cluster Coordination 
 
ICVA: International Council of Voluntary Agencies 
 

INGO:  International Non-Governmental Organization 
 
LNGO: Local Non-Governemental Organization 
 

M&E: Monitoring and Evaluation 
 

NGO: Non-Governmental Organization (including local, national and international NGOs) 
 

NNGO: National Non-Governmental Organization 
 

OCHA: Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (UN) 
 

OHCHR: Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights  
 

PF: Pooled Fund  
 

RHFWCA: Regional Humanitarian Fund for West and Central Africa  
 

SCHF: Syria Cross Border Humanitarian Fund 
 

SRF: Sahel Regional Fund 
 

UN: United Nations 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
Many donor governments, in line with their Grand Bargain commitments, place an emphasis 
on pooled funds as an opportunity to channel funds to local partners when direct funding is 
seen as too difficult. Pooled funding of all types – both through OCHA and other sources – is 
also highlighted as part of the solution to provide more flexible funding, reduce administrative 
burden of having diverse donors’ requirements and optimize management costs. The 
collective aspect of common funds is also seen as an asset for permitting the participation of 
all stakeholders and the definition of common priorities rooted in local realities. 
 
This increased attention to pooled funding has led to the emergence of new models and 
approaches led by a variety of actors. While the range of pooled funding options has started 
to expand and overall funding to both new and original pooled fund mechanisms continue to 
grow, there are also several challenges to address. Through this consultancy, ICVA is 
seeking to assess the governance system of the NGO-hosted and NGO-led Sahel Regional 
Fund (SRF) and its added value against other new pooled funding models, develop forward-
looking recommendations towards an independent governance system of the SRF, and 
compile good practices and lessons learnt from pooled funds.  
 
The study focuses on the governance models. Despite the long provenance of the concept, 
there is no strong consensus around a single definition of governance yet.  Based on the 
World Bank definition, « the manner in which power is exercised in the management of a 
country's economic and social resources for development 0F

1», the study seeks to examine 
the entities, processes and practices that frame the exercise of power in the different Pooled 
funds.  
 
The key attributes of good governance according to the Human Rights Council1F

2 are 
transparency, responsibility, accountability, participation, and responsiveness (to the needs 
of people in need)2F

3. The true test of 'good' governance is the degree to which it delivers on 
the promise. In the terms of reference of this study, governance mainly concerns 
accessibility by NGOs (particularly local partners), inclusiveness and timeliness of allocation 
and disbursement. 
 
The scope of the present study focuses on four main types of Funding mechanisms:  
 

�= The first UN OCHA Regionally hosted Pooled Fund (RhPF) piloted in West and 
Central Africa, launched in 2021. the RhPF keeps and respects the processes and 
frameworks of the original Country Based Pooled Funds mechanism (CBPF) that has 
evolved to include cost sharing and efficiency considerations and reinforce synergies 
and learning between country envelops and country teams in the region.   

 
1 World Bank (1992) 
2 The Human Rights Council is an intergovernmental body within the United Nations system responsible for 
strengthening the promotion and protection of human rights around the globe and for addressing situations of 
human rights violations and making recommendations on them. 
3 Most of these attributes have been used as a reference to discuss the PFs governance with informants and to 
examine the funds documents: “transparency, responsibility, accountability, participation”. They are reflected in 
the report even if it isn’t structured around these. Regarding “responsiveness to the needs of the people”, the 
frame of this study didn’t allow to conduct an impact assessment to assess the responsiveness of each Fund.  
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 A regional fund mechanism majority governed by NGOs and managed by an INGO at 
regional level (Dakar) created by FCDO and DRC specifically to address regional 
dimensions and cross-borders dynamics of the Sahel crisis, in complementarity of 
existing fundings. The SRF aspires to become a pooled fund. The first phase of the 
fund has been launched with FCDO support. 

�= A global pooled fund mechanism owned and managed by a network of NGOs: the 
global Start Fund, launched in 2014 with a very strict mission. It funds Start Network 
members to respond to small to medium scale crises with a focus on starting a new 
response to a new emergency or filling a clearly identified gap in humanitarian 
responses3F

4.  
�= A country-based pooled fund majority governed by NGOs and administered by a 

private company engaged by donors as a Fund Management Agent. The Aid Fund 
for Northern Syria (AFNS) was conceived by the broad humanitarian community 
working in Syria and created to address the specific and very complex context of 
access to Northern Syria. This model was developed as complementary to the Syria 
Cross-border Humanitarian Fund4F

5 (SCHF) to ensure continuity of humanitarian 
assistance in northern Syria, in view of the magnitude and complexity of the Syria 
crisis and the need for alternative ways to deliver humanitarian assistance inside the 
country. 

 
Each of these pooled funds models has been created and tailored for specific contextual 
needs. Their specificities and innovative approaches have mostly been guided or imposed 
by the operational context. Moreover, the governance models for the different funds are 
dynamic and evolved to adapt and adjust to the contextual changes and lessons learnt. 
Therefore, a strict comparison is impossible and lacks significant meaning. If certain 
successful practices from other contexts can be inspiring, replicating one model in a different 
context would likely yield different results.  
 
The comparative analysis produced here serves three purposes: first, it contributes to 
understanding the landscape of Pooled Funds governance models (part I), second, it sheds 
light on good practices observed in these Pooled Funds (part II). Third, forward looking 
recommendations towards an independent governance system of the SRF are proposed 
(part III)5F

6. 
 
 
 

 
4 The Start Network’s family of funds includes many different financial instruments: the best known Start Fund, 
which aims providing contingency funding for under-the-radar, small to medium-scale crises. The original global 
fund is now joined by national Start Funds, managed by national and local member organisations, in Bangladesh 
and Nepal. Like the global Start Fund, each national Start Fund is a rapid emergency fund that activates within 72 
hours of a crisis. They are also owned by NGOs, in this case organisations that are based in a specific country. 
These member organisations are responsible for governance and decision making that is led by their local 
knowledge. In 2021, the Start Ready has been launched. This is a risk-pooling mechanism aimed at predicting 
crises worldwide. The Start Network is also working on other new forms of planned and pre-agreed funding, such 
as insurance. Many funds are now paid directly to local and national organisations and managed by them. This 
analysis will consider solely the Start Global fund governance model.  
5 Syria Cross-border Humanitarian Fund (SCHF) is a multi-donor Country Based Pooled Fund (CBPF) 
established in 2014 following UN Security Resolutions 2139 and 2165 in view of the magnitude and complexity of 
the Syria crisis and the need for alternative ways to deliver humanitarian assistance inside Syria. 
6 These are the 3 objectives set in the terms of reference of the study. The search for greater independence is a 
general objective, and in no way an assumption about the low level of independence of the funds examined. 
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METHODOLOGY AND LIMITATIONS 
 
The study is based on a desk review of existing documentation, especially Pooled Funds 
and SRF’s strategies, governance documents and manuals, completed by recent literature 
on Pooled Funds. The teams of the different funds have been very cooperative and have 
shared key documents. Data presented in the report has been checked with the Funds 
teams.  
 
The study has focused on key informants semi-structured interviews with diverse 
stakeholders : OCHA Country-based Pooled Funds staff, NGO-led Pooled Fund staff, 
donors at field and global levels, ICVA teams, UN agencies, Cluster staff, Pooled Fund 
committees and boards’ members, a range of national and international NGO staff at global, 
regional and field level with a mix of NGOs partners of the funds, and NGO participating to 
the Funds ’governance, NGOs not involved in the Funds. 
 
Selection of key informants wasconducted with the aim to balance the different categories of 
stakeholders and report all perspectives regarding the four funding mechanisms included in 
the study. The author interviewed the individuals in a confidential manner to ensure an open 
and frank discussion.  
 
55 interviews have been conducted with 45 informants as follow: 
 
Donors 7 

UN 8 
INGOs 16 
NGOs 11 
Private company staff 3 

 

Northern Syria actors 8 
West and Central Africa Regional 
actors 

14 

West and Central Africa Country actors 14 
HQ/Global actors 9 

 
Key informant interviews constituted the main source of data. The report specifies where  
findings are based on the perception of the informants. 
 
The comparative analysis was challenging due to the methodological limitations of 
comparing funding mechanisms of a very different nature; AFNS, SRF, Start Fund and 
RHFWCA have different origins, were set up in very different contexts, with different 
geographical and programmatic scopes, different levels of decision-making and different 
objectives. The study focused on identifying the success factors and grey areas of the 
funding mechanisms examined. No model or good practice should be reproduced without 
first being contextualised. 
 
The wide scope of the study allows a broad comparison but not a detailed analysis of all 
aspects of the Funds. Some points deserve further study with detailed data to allow an 
accurate comparison (e.g. cost effectiveness).  
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I. COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS 
 
The four funding mechanisms studied here cover very different realities: different 
backgrounds and contexts, different scales (regional versus country-based or cross-border) 
different humanitarian objectives in the responses (rapid response to small and medium 
crises for the Start Fund versus multiyear interventions for the SRF), different identities, 
different types of grants, different layers of collaborations and different life spans. Moreover, 
the SRF and AFNS are quite recent and there has not been enough time to assess how well 
their governance systems fulfil their promises, as they haven’t completed a full grant cycle 
yet.  
 
Three tables present the main characteristics of each fund in terms of governance (Annex 
1). The key distinctions between the funds are also the topics of discussion that came up in 
the nterviews conducted. They are discussed hereafter.  
 
 

Power balance in the decision-making bodies  
 
Degree of donors’ participation (see Annex 1 for detailed information): all models analysed 
here have different practices on donors’ participation to decision-making bodies for 
allocations and project selection. It spans from a very light participation in the Start Fund 
model to an active role in the AFNS and SRF boards. The table below indicates the level of 
donor’s participation in the governance structures of each Fund. It is interesting to note that 
no donors are part of the Start Fund committee, nor of the project selection committees6F

7. 
Donors delegate the decision-making to the Start Network members. This model puts an 
emphasis on having decisions made independently by operational non-governmental actors 
presents in the field. As far as the RHFWCA is concerned, donors are represented as 
equally as UN agencies, L/NNGOs and INGOs in the advisory board. A notable difference 
with other PF boards, the RHFWCA Board provides advice and support to the HC/RC who 
ultimately has the final say. As a common practice, the HC/RC consults and seeks advice 
from the Advisory Board, and has the final say if Advisory Board members are in 
disagreement. Donors are represented in the AFNS board with the same number of seats as 
other constituencies. In the AFNS, contributing donors also compose the Partnership board 
that can be activated in case of board absence of consensus. Donors need the legal cover to 
prevent egregious decisions by the board that would violate their domestic laws, but their 
general belief is that they will never have to exercise this. All donors including the ones that 
don’t contribute can also participate widely as observers7F

8. It helps the board to advocate for 
funding, to ensure complementarity with other sources of funding and mitigate concerns of 
potential future donors. 
 

 
7 The global Start Fund doesn’t have a board. The Start Fund governance body is only the Start Fund Committee 
(with delegated authority on the Start Fund programme from the Start Network Board). Donors are not members 
of the Start Network Board. 
8 38 donors are observers in AFNS board in August 2023. In fact, observers from all constituencies can attend a 
meeting. For the NGO constituencies this is limited to 2 from each constituency. For the donor constituency there 
is no limit, which allows potential donors to observe how AFNS is governed. 
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In the SRF model, the donor is on the board and has a veto power, which grants them 
significant influence in the absence of other donors. This should evolve if other donors join 
the SRF.  
 
There are pros and cons regarding the participation of donors in PF decision-making 
processes. Even if donors do not hold the the majority of seats in the different PF boards 
examined here, most informants note that they exercise a strong influence in debates and 
decision-making processes. Some NGO participants may be less inclined to argue with a 
donor with whom they may otherwise be negotiating for a partnership or funding agreement.  
 
The cons are that donors already have the ultimate “money power”, thus exercising 
significant influence. Those that would prefer donors note participate in PF decision-making 
processes want to ensure that funding allocations are based on needs, rather than media 
headlines or politics. Donors can always stop supporting a PF if they find it too risky or 
against their interests. Including them as active members in decision-making bodies may 
introduce the potential for political agendas to influence strategic decisions and limit flexibility 
in PF management, especially when their numbers are limited. In practice, the donors often 
have varying opinions, and no single donor has a particularly dominant or persuasive voice. 
Donors do not operate as a single entity, and neither do members from other constituencies. 
A PF aims not merely to be the sum of diverse donor constraints, but rather to establish a 
fund that is not susceptible to short-term shifts in donors’ priorities. Some recommend giving 
an observer role to donors, allowing their participation while guaranteeing independence of 
the board in decision-making. 
 
On the contrary, most of donors seek involvement in decision-making as ultimately, they 
bear the risks and are accountable to their citizens. Providing funding without a say in the 
decisions can be seen as akin to issuing a blank cheque. Another argument in favour of 
donors’ participation to decision-making bodies is to enable collaboration between NGOs 
(L/NGOS and INGOS) and donors. There are very few platforms where both implementing 
partners and donors are represented. Participating enables donors to gain a deeper 
understanding of operational environments and constraints. Furthermore, it provides NGOs 
(L/NGOS and INGOS) with the opportunity to advocate for increased flexibility from donors 
and gain a more comprehensive grasp of donors’ capacity for risk-taking and constraints. 
Donor participation can also aid in mitigating conflicts of interest within board decisions. 
Unlike the majority of board members, donors do not compete for PF funds. 
 
Donors participating to the review committee: the SRF model stands out as the sole 
approach where the donor’s technical experts actively engage in the project review 
committee. Further details regarding the composition of these review committees will be 
covered in subsequent sections of the report. 
 
Added value and concern to have PFs governed by NGOs in majority: 
Based on the interviews conducted as part of this study, NGOs may feel unrepresented in 
CBPFs governed by the HC/RC, making it challenging for them to exert influence over 
decisions. This can lead to a reduced participation in the CBPF advisory board. A significant 
benefit of having a predominantly NGO-led PF (L/NNGOs and INGOs) lies in their ability to 
provide valuable expertise and offer practical assessments of issues such as access 
limitation and target selection. Operational NGOs have a deeper and finer understanding of 
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operational contexts, enabling them to identify priorities and operational hurdles, and thereby 
contribute to informed decision-making. It is widely agreed, that having actors familiar with 
the context at the discussion table provides invaluable insights. In such models, it is almost 
unavoidable that conflicts of interest will arise because those applying for funding and those 
making decisions often below to the same constituency or even from the same organization. 
While it is inherent that board members can seek funding and be selected, it does create a 
perception of an unfair advantage. One significant inconvenient highlighted by key 
informants when it comes to having PFs governed by NGOs in majority is the constant “ fight 
for money with INGOs”, especially in very competitive environments with low levels of 
funding, such as Northern Syria or the Sahel region. Based on key informant interviews, 
some donors are concerned that NGOs could influence the strategy to preserve their own 
interest, such as steering away from prioritizing areas where they are in negotiation for a 
bilateral agreement with a donor. Therefore, it is crucial to establish clear and strong 
measures to mitigate this risk. Donor representation on the board is seen as an effective way 
to mitigate that risk. 
 

 

Inclusiveness and representativity  
 
Equal representation of national and international NGOs on the boards is not a subject of 
contention in three out of the four Pooled Funds studied. The SRF should promptly make 
adjustments to achieve a balanced distribution of seats (3 NGOs and 4 INGOs so far). 
National organizations do participate to the governance systems of the different PFs, but 
they never constitute a majority. When funding allocations are specifically targeting national 
NGOs, and emphasise advancing the localization agenda, some stakeholders view having a 
slight majority of NNGOs in decision-making bodies as the logical next step. 
Notwithstanding, it is widely believed that PF benefit from the expertise and perspectives of 
both international and national NGOs.  
 
The selection of the board members varies according to the different funds. The global Start 

Fund allows the participation of all the Start Network members to the Start Fund Committee 
through a vote and a rotation system. In the AFNS and RHFWCA models, all board 
members (donors, NGO and INGO) are elected by their own constituencies.  
 
SRF board members have been appointed through a selection process done by the donor 
and the hosting INGO with two distinct calls for application: one for INGO and one for NGOs. 
The option of having one single call for application was not chosen to ensure NNGOs will 
access the board while keeping complex criteria for INGOs. The rigor of the process and its 
solidity have been underlined and never contested in the numerous interviews conducted.  
 
One key criterion for the selection of NNGOs to participate in the SRF board is that the 
applicant must formally represent other national NGOs. Representatives of national NGOs to 
the SRF board must justify their election or nomination by the country NGO forums or 
regional networks. This criterion has been set up to overcome the difficulty to select national 
NGOs amongst the numerous humanitarian actors in the countries covered by the SRF. On 
the contrary, the coordination between INGOs at the regional level was at an embryonic 
stage when the SRF was designed, making difficult to organise a selection by their peers. 
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The regional positioning being central for the SRF, INGO board members were selected 
based on their regional added-value and their footprint in the different countries covered by 
the SRF. Yet, having board members representing their constituency is an important factor 
that can increase legitimacy and accountability of the board as a whole. It increases the 
transparency of the board’s decision-making process and fosters trust in and perceived 
integrity of the board. Additionally, it may also enable a broader dissemination of information 
about the fund’s strategic decisions and facilitate a broader consultation. Individuals selected 
by their constituency serve as evidence to the board’s neutrality. 
 
 

Accessibility for NGOs (particularly local partners) 

 
In the three PF, AFNS, the RHFWCA and the Start Fund NNGOs and INGOs have equal 
access to funding. They can apply as prime or sub-grantees. Equal sharing of overhead is 
encouraged8F

9 but not mandatory, unlike the SRF where it is required. The SRF has launched 
its first allocation for INGOs only due to concerns about financial risks in the pilot phase. It 
mandates the INGOs to partner with national organizations and share overheads equally. 
The SRF considers the possibility of launching future proposal calls exclusively for national 
and local NGOs.  
 
Among the national stakeholders interviewed, there is a significant divergence of views 
concerning the relevance of having dedicated proposal calls as opposed to having access to 
the same calls as INGOs and competing alongside them. An open call for proposals 
accessible to all would be fair as NNGOs with adequate oversight functions can meet PF 
requirements (as in the RHWCA). On the contrary, implementing reserved envelopes or 
specific criteria for NNGOs is seen as potentially slowing the progress and development of 
NNGOs. Being in a competitive market is the best way to increase capacities and abilities to 
access more quality funding. NNGOs should budget relevant senior human resources to 
develop their systems and business. As an example, the RHFWCA allows applicants some 
flexibility, permitting up to 25% of the budget for staff costs. While advancing the localization 
agenda is a priority for all PFs, the quality of humanitarian responses remains paramount. 
Parallel initiatives to promote localization are developed by the different Funds under study 
with promising initial results. Some stakeholders argue for the need to establish criteria 
tailored to NNGOs and dedicated funding allocations. Nevertheless, the ability for national 
organizations to access direct funding and apply independently is crucial and aligns with the 
Grand Bargain commitments.  
 
Some NNGOs exhibit hesitancy towards INGOs due to the competitive nature of funding. In 
contrast, they express greater trust in securing funding from UN agencies, as historically, UN 
funding has been more readily accessible to NNGOs9F

10.  
 

 
9 With AFNS first allocation, only one INGO did not share equally, due to their own internal regulations. The less 
confrontational ‘encouragement’ approach seems to have been quite successful in this context. The consultant 
doesn’t have access to similar data for RHFWCA at the time of publishing the report.  
10 Yet access to quality funding covering support and capacity building costs have been and remain a challenge 
with UN funds. 
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Under the RHFWCA, the list of eligible organisations is defined by the clusters. The 
compilation of potential NGOs for the eligibility process is subject to discussion and approval 
in close collaboration with the clusters. The initial list draws from NGOs that participated in 
the country’s Humanitarian Program Cycle. However, this close collaboration with the 
clusters is occasionally perceived as risk to transparency and accountability. Some actors’ 
do not fully trust the Cluster Lead to identify the most appropriate NGOs to be considered for 
eligibility. Several actors note that lessons learned from the first allocations and comments 
provided by national NGOs have been taken into consideration. During the last allocations, 
the national NGO platforms were consulted on the list of potential NGOs to be considered for 
eligibility and NGOs were supported in the eligibility process to facilitate their access to 
funding, through numerous meetings and online support. The list of eligible organisations is 
the final result of the eligibility assessment which includes pre-screening with the clusters, 
registration, due diligence and capacity assessment conducted by OCHA. 
 
RHFWCA and AFNS have a due diligence process and a capacity assessment amongst 
other processes for determining eligibility. The due diligence process consists in vetting 
checks for applicant organizations. The capacity assessment is a different process that 
allows the assignment of a capacity rating to participants10F

11. The risk level determined during 
the eligibility assessment will then define the operational modalities and the management 
regime applicable to each eligible organization (RHFWCA) or determine the maximum grant 
amount (AFNS). Both PFs provide guidance on capacity-strengthening and a timebound 
capacity-building plan is required, either at the proposal stage (RHFWCA) or negotiated 
between the Fund Management Agent and the applicant at partnership agreement stage 
(AFNS). 
 
The AFNS seems to be the most advanced when it comes to access to funding for local 
NGOs. It allows organizations to progress through different tiers, with members gaining 
access to varying levels of funding and services based on their tier placement, determined 
by a capacity assessment. AFNS has six tiers, with the lowest tier eligible for grants up to 
$0.5m and the highest having the potential to receive up to $5m11F

12. There is a clear and 
transparent mechanism for NGOs to progress or regress through these tiers based on their 
grant implementation performance. This system incentivizes good performance. The Start 

Network has also developed a tiered due diligence framework to enable the inclusion of  
more local organizations as members. Members gain access to varying portfolios of Start 
Network products and services depending on the tier in which they are placed during 
assessment. 
 
Pooled Funds are often the only way that local organizations can access funding. However, 
the actual funding received directly by national organizations through PFs varies 
significantly. The volume of funding directly and indirectly allocated to NGOs represents 72% 
of the AFNS’s total donor contributions to date, 23% of the RHFWCA’s total donor 
contributions in 2022, 20% of the SRF total donor’s contributions thus far, and 6% of the 
Start Fund total donors’ contributions in 2022. For details, please refer to the tables below.  

 
11 In the AFNS for example, organizations with a capacity assessment score (CAS) > 50% are selected. Based 
on the CAS, the applicant will be assigned a capacity rating and receive advice from the FMA on any capacity-
building needs. If applicable, a timebound capacity-building plan shall be included in the framework agreement 
with the IP. The Capacity Rating is used to determine grant value ceilings. 
12 Please refer to AFNS handbook for more details.  
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Use of resources 
 
Table 1: share of allocations  
 

Pooled 
Fund   

Funds 
directly 

allocated to 
National or 

Local 
NGOs 
(USD) 

Funds 
allocated to 

National 
and Local 

NGOs 
through 
INGOs 
(USD) 

Funds 
allocated to 

Red 
Cross/Red 
Crescent 

movement  
(USD) 

Funds 
allocated to 

INGOs 
 (USD) 

Total 
allocated to 

Implementing 
Partners 

(USD) 

 Total donors 
contributions 

(USD)  
Comments 

SRF  

Amount 0 7'946'287 0 27'545'443 35'491'730 39'503'942 The numbers here are from beginning of June 2022 to 
end of March 2026 , so more than 3 years of 
operations (multi year projects).  
Data converted from GBP (exchange rate : 1GBP=1,27 
USD).  

% of total donors 
contributions 0% 20% 0% 70% 90% 90% 

% of total 
allocations 0 0 0 1 1   

RHFWCA 

Amount 7'600'000 5'000'000 600'000 25'300'000 38'500'000 54'300'000 From 2022 report : total donors contribution in 2022 
were 31,7 M. The  $54.3 million  mentionned here are 
the 2022 contributions + the carry over of 2021 
contributions ($22.6 million) as indicated in the  
RHWCA 2022 Annual Report p.11. 

% of total donors 
contributions 14% 9% 1% 47% 71% 100% 

% of total 
allocations 20% 13% 2% 66% 100%   

AFNS 

Amount 42'100'000 3'900'000    1'500'000   11'000'000 58'500'000 64'000'000 These figures are for the first two allocations. So they 
represent the total commitments made to date. The 
funds will be disbursed mostly for 12 month grants, with 
the first one starting in mid-February 2023 and the last 
ending somewhere around the end of August 2024. But 
there will probably be more allocations launched in the 
next few months. So it’s not possible to tie down exact 
figures to exact timeframes (at least until the first set of 
annual accounts is done). This is an estimate to date. 

% of total donors 
contributions 66% 6% 2% 17% 91% 100% 

% of total 
allocations 72% 7% 3% 19% 100%   

Global 
Start 
Fund 

Amount 1'382'742 602'283                      
-    19'938'531 21'923'556 34'284'907 Data converted from GBP (exchange rate : 1GBP=1,27 

USD).  Amount awarded through SF crisis 
disbursement line from April 2022 to March 2023. 
Source : Start Fund finance reports. From April 2022 - 
March 2023, Start Network local/national NGO 
members only operate in 7 countries, whereas the 
global SF had operations in 43 countries.  

% of total donors 
contributions 4% 2% 0% 58% 64% 100% 

% of total 
allocations 6% 3% 0% 91% 100%   



   
 

   
 

- 9 - 

 
Table 2: Management Costs 
 
Disclaimer: The origins and characteristics of the PFs differ significantly from one another. It is important to note that conducting a comparative 
cost analysis among these PFs is not feasible within the present scope of work. Such an analysis would require an in-depth financial examination 
based on each Fund’s budgets, which is beyond the current project’s focus.  
 
Readers should consider the following:  

�= Operational costs vary greatly depending on location and timeframe, differing from one context to another.  
�= Costs’ categories and calculation methods vary among the PFs.  
�= The valuation of existing or internal resources is not always consistent across Funds. 
�= Management costs are higher during the first months of a new mechanism. 
�= The number of staff and seniority within the Fund Management Units vary. 
�= Investments in monitoring and evaluation may vary and budgeted differently. For example, 3% of the total SRF’s management costs 

(over a 3-year period) are M&E and audit costs, whereas audit costs represent an estimate 0,5% of the RHFWCA’s annual 
management costs 

�= Threshold effects and economies of scale play a significant role in cost variation across these Funds. 
 
Therefore, the below cost breakdown is intended to provide approximate figures and offer a sense of scale.  
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Decision-making processes  
 
The decision-making processes employed by the boards (or committee in the case of the 
Start Fund) vary significantly across the different models. Although all the models examined 
here emphasise the importance of reaching consensus, some consider the need for a vote 
almost as a shortcoming of the model (AFNS). On the other hand, certain models have a 
formal voting system in place with a two third majority to validate key documents or 
decisions (SRF). Notably, during the AFNS’s first year, no Board decision has required a 
vote; all decisions were reached unanimous. 
 
The pursuit of consensus aims to identify compromised solutions acceptable to all parties 
involved. It promotes transparency in discussions and a commitment to collectively address 
challenges. In recognition of the high diversity of NGOs around the table, the Start Fund 
Committee uses majority vote in decision-making processes. The RHFWCA also employs a 
consensus-based approach to foster opened discussions and facilitate the exchange of 
viewpoints among members. 
 
Decision-making processes have been identified with a focus on risk management. New 
funds, such as AFNS and SRF, can be considered as risky by donors. Maintaining the 
option to have the final say is important for donors’ capitals, especially during the early 
stages of these mechanisms and in sensitive contexts. Additionally, for the entity managing 
the fund, which shoulders a substantial portion of the risks, this is also a concern. To 
overcome this challenge while still fostering collective consensus decision-making, both 
funds have identified alternative processes as last resort in case of major risks or obstacles. 
It is worth noting these processes have not been used thus far.  
 
In the first mandate of the SRF board, both the donor and INGO representative were granted 
a veto power. However, it has never been used so exercised thus far. Instead, the board has 
placed a greater emphasis on pursuing consensus and fostering frank discussions regarding 
risks.   
 
In the Northern Syria context, where the use of a veto holds significant political sensitivity, 
AFNS members were determined to avoid unilateral veto powers that might result in 
arbitrary decisions and impede the pursuit of effective solutions. To address this concern, the 
AFNS has established a Partnership Board, consisting of representatives from the donors 
contributing funds to the AFNS. The primary purpose of the Partnership Board is to assist 
the board in reaching consensus decisions on the rare occasions when reaching consensus 
proves challenging. This approach helps alleviate concerns from donors, as they are not 
obligated to accept decisions from the board. It also provides the opportunity for another 
collective body to offer can guidance to the board in its decision-making process.  
 
The Partnership Board convenes on an ad hoc basis, only when either a Steering Board 
decision is made through a vote, or any of the following triggers a request for the Partnership 
Board to convene: 

a. any member of the Steering Board; 
b. the Independent Chair of the Steering Board; 
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d. any three members of the Partnership Board together; or,the Fund Management 
Agent (FMA). 

 
Ultimately, in both models, donors have a possibility to influence a decision from the board. 
The main difference lies in the fact that the Partnership Board functions as a collective body 
entrusted with the responsibility of offering guidance to the Steering Board in reaching a 
consensus decision. This setup prevents a single donor from unilaterally blocking a decision, 
thus promoting collective accountability. Moreover, the recourse to the Partnership Board to 
resolve an issue is available to all board members as well as the FMA.  
 
 

New levels of governance 
 
The four Funds are governed at different levels: decentralized decision-making in the Start 
Fund, with operational actors at field level taking the lead; a country-level governance for the 
AFNS; a regional participation/component in the RHFWCA’s country-based governance; 
and a full regional governance in the SRF. 
 
While prioritising “as local as possible” decision-making is highly relevant due to its grounded 
nature, the regional approach has distinct advantages in some contexts, such as the Sahel 
region.  
 
The regional component of the RHFWCA’s governance is the participation of the head of 
OCHA ROWCA in the advisory boards of countries within the region that have allocated 
funding envelopes. Additionally, the ROWCA contributes to context analysis, priority 
identification, funding advocacy and knowledge sharing. The OCHA Head of Regional Office 
brings not only the analysis, priorities, and learning but also conveys the perspectives and 
insights of regional actors and bodies to enrich the discussion at the country-level. 
 
Within the current UN system, regional-level decision-making capacity is not formally 
acknowledged, and as a result decision-making for the RHFWCA continues to be conducted 
at the level of each country-level HC/RC, with support and guidance from the Advisory 
Board. The funding envelopes launched thus far have been focused on individual countries, 
with the majority of priority analysis also coming from the country level. “There is a common 
perception that the “regional” element of the RhPF [RHFWCA] has not been fully realised 
yet.12F

13” 
 
The RHFWCA is widely appreciated at the country level, especially among national NGOs 
interviewed. The primary recognized added value of the RHFWCA according to informant 
interviewed are: 

�� Expedited application launch: the RHFWCA facilitates faster progress in launching 
applications compred to individual CBPFs. 

�� High-level expertise: it brings high level capacities to manage processes, and high 
level of expertise and experience of the FMU.  

�� Promotes intercountry collaboration: RHFWCA encourages intercountry discussions 
and experience sharing to improve processes. 

 
13 Thomas, M. (2022). Pooled Funds: The New Humanitarian Silver Bullet? 
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 Strong collaboration: there is a strong collaboration between each OCHA Country 
Office and the Regional Office.  

�� Enhanced efficiency: the fund’s structure enhances the efficiency of fund through the 
pooling of resources. 

�� Inclusive access: it allows direct access to funding for NNGOs, and its processes are 
inclusive.  

 
The distinctiveness of the SRF governance model lies in the fact that it involves regional 
level manafement (similar to the RHFWCA) and oversight by an INGO (akin to the Global 
Fund), but also in its unique decision-making. The SRF’s regional approach intends to 
influence a humanitarian response “which is currently too defined by national borders, short-
term, insufficiently inclusive and impacted by lack of consideration of humanitarian 
principles, with questionable value for money.”13F

14. The SRF’s essence is deeply rooted in 
upholding humanitarian principles. It has been created to safeguard the humanitarian space 
in a context where boundaries between humanitarian, politics and stabilisation have become 
increasingly blurred. The SRF’s proposition is to complement existing funding mechanisms 
and advocacy efforts, which are often confinued within national borders level, by addressing 
cross-border and regional dynamics of the crisis. 
 
The main added values of the SRF’s regional approach according to key informants include: 

�� Enhanced understanding of cross-border dynamics: the SRF’s approach offers a 
better understanding of local dynamics that transcend borders, as population 
movements and conflicts do.  

�� Crisis response coordination: it possesses a unique capacity to coordinate responses 
to crises impacting multiple countries, especially those long lasting 
multicounty/regional crises.  

�� Complementary to country programs: the regional perspective complements country 
offices’ programs. Regional INGO offices in Dakar ensure the daily management and 
oversight of their country offices, contributing contextualized expertise to the 
discussions. 

�� Reduced earmarking, increased flexibility: a regional funding envelope in line with the 
Grand Bargain commitments reduces the degree of earmarking and enhanced 
funding flexibility. The flexibiity enables adaptation to conflict and displacement 
dynamics, and evolving contexts, permitting the allocation of more resources to one 
country over another when necessary.  

�� Fosters cross-border collaboration: the regional approach promotes cross-border 
collaboration and a better understanding of cross-border dynamics among field 
actors.  

�� Potential for joint advocacy: it has the potential to support a joint regional NGO 
advocacy agenda to influence practices, policies and humanitarian reform across the 
region.  

 
Some of the actors interviewed question the relevancy to multiply the different funding 
mechanisms and tools, rather than pushing for innovation within pre-existing mechanisms. 
Others argue that piloting new approaches and testing different governance systems will 
contribute to improve the response and that different instruments are complementary. 

 
14 SRF Strategic Framework 
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However, there is unanimous consensus that fostering collaboration and coordination 
between multiple funding mechanisms operating in the same areas is of high importance.   
 
 

Key factors for success: facilitation and liaison 
 

In the SRF board, there is a distinctive arrangement where the Chair is an INGO vested with 
a specific decision-making authority. This authority allows the Chair to break ties in all SRF 
board votes, including those related to conflicts of interest, thus serving as a mechanism to 
overcome potential deadlocks. It is worth noting that having a Chair with a specific power of 
decision is common to the SRF and the RHFWCA (where the HC/RC chairs the advisory 
board), setting them apart from other NGOs-led PFs. In contrast, the Start Fund Committee 
follows a different structure, where the Chair does not possess tie-breaking authority on 
funding allocation decisions. Any member organisation, whether local or international NGO, 
can put forth nominations for the role of chairperson, with the current incumbent being a 
representative from an INGO member. As far as the AFNS is concerned, the Chair of the 
board is independent and has no voting power. 
 
According to most key informants, it is widely acknowledged that having a Chair is crucial to 
reinforce the values outlined in the Charter and foster an environment conducive to 
consensus-building. This role serves as a vital link within the entire system, encompassing 
responsibilities such as external representation and coordination with other funding 
mechanisms or regional entities. In this context, the Chair should be perceived as impartial 
as possible. Having an independent Chair, one without voting power and from an 
organisation ineligible to submit proposals, helps mitigate any potential misconceptions 
regarding their independence and neutrality. For instance, in the AFNS model, the role of the 
independent Chair is considered a key driver of success in achieving consensus and 
preventing conflicts of interest.  
 
 

Type of entity hosting the Fund Management Unit  
 
In the RHFWCA, the PF management is overseen by OCHA, similar to all CBPFs. The fund 
management unit operates at the regional level and is hosted at OCHA Regional Office. The 
Start Fund is managed by Save the Children UK, which also established the Start Network 
as a private charity in 2019. Currently, the management of funds is in the process of 
transitioning from Save the Children UK to the Start Network Charity. Save the Children UK 
still retains the role of grant custodian for the global Start Fund. The SRF FMU is hosted by 
DRC. Conversely, the AFNS’s Fund management agent is a consortium comprising 
Proximity International, Crown Agents, MetricsLed, COAR, and ASI, with ASI being the 
consortium lead. 
 
In a model where the FMA is an INGO, one key concern is the potential for a conflict of 
interest within the hosting organization. This concern is viewed differently depending on the 
size and organisational structure of the hosting entity. In large INGOs with federal models, it 
is perceived as relatively easier to establish a clear separation between the FMA role and 
the implementing part of the organization. However, in smaller structures, there is a 
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perception that it could be challenging to prevent the person responsible for managing the 
funds from influencing colleagues in the application process.  
 
The SRF model has placed a strong emphasis on accountability and has been particularly 
concerned about the potential for conflict of interest when hosting INGOs are involved. 
Therefore, in the SRF, the FMA, DRC, is deliberately deemed ineligible for funding, which is 
also the case when private companies act as the FMA. This specificity is unique to the SRF. 
In contrast, the global Start Fund, does not impose this separation. The rationale behind this 
difference is that decisions are collectively made by the network rather than being 
determined by the entity fulfilling the grant custodian role.  
 
 

Composition of the committees in charge of reviewing projects  
 
The higher risk of conflict of interest primarily exists at the project selection stage. Among he 
different funds examined here, there are variations in the extent of participation and the level 
of decision-making authority, from regional to country levels.  
 
The Start Fund has established a partnership with ACAPS, an external information service 
provider to triangulate crisis information and data. ACAPS prepares briefing notes on alerts 
raised by Start Network members, and these briefing notes are subsequently shared with the 
decision-makers responsible for allocating funds. Start Fund projects are selected through 
ad hoc project selection committees at the country or local level. These committees consist 
of Start Network members, local partners, cluster members who did not sumbit funding 
applications, and a Start Fund staff member (who does not possess decision-making 
authority) overseeing the process. Depending on the context, this may include national and 
international NGOs depending on each context. Proposals are anonymised and the selection 
criteria are clearly defined (see details in the table). The accountability for this process is 
therefore internal to the Start Network members. In addition, collaboration and coordination 
with other actors, clusters, and donors to avoid overlaps and define priorities fall under the 
responsibility of applicants and are integrated into the selection criteria. 
 
The SRF has set up a review committee composed primarily of the hosting INGO’s staff, 
including DRC’s regional technical advisors as well as the contributing donor’s regional 
experts and consultants. The Chair of this committee is the FMU MEAL manager, with 
oversight from the Fund Director. Proposals undergo a regional-level review, using a score 
system, and are collectively assessed by a team of specialised reviewers. The review 
committee also verifies the alignment with sectors and geographic priorities outlined in the 
HRP and operational presence based on available 3W. However, a challenge arises from the 
fact that rapid changes in the context are not captured by the annual HRP, and the 3W often 
remains declarative, and not consistently updated. As such, it may not accurately reflect the 
actual operational capacity of applicants and their detailed on the ground presence. This 
presents a challenge, particularly given that the SRF Charter emphasises the prcinple of 
scaling up operations to avoid fostering competition among NGOs and to enhance budget 
cost effectiveness. 
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Both the Start Fund and SRF models lack a real-time triangulation of information or data. 
Detailed collaboration and coordination with other actors, clusters, and donors to avoid 
overlaps occur at the allocation decision stage. At the project selection stage, this 
responsibility is placed on the applicants and integrated into it the selection criteria. On the 
other hand, the RHFWCA and AFNS are more opened to external contributions.  
 
The RHFWCA’s projects review is done by (multi) cluster strategic review committees with a 
balance participation of INGO, NNGOs and UN workers. The score card is disseminated to 
all actors. Participation of national NGOs is effective in the RHFWCA and the Start Fund 
project selection meetings.  
 
The AFNS FMA sets up a Strategic and Technical Review Committee on ad hoc basis for 
each allocation, composed of experts from the community of practice engaged in 
humanitarian response in northern Syria (FMA technical staffs, consultants, and clusters 
representatives). Similar to the RHFWCA model, the AFNS includes clusters leads and co-
leads in the review process, with their numbers matching AFNS technical staff). 
Furthermore, the AFNS coordinates with the UN Syrian Cross border Humanitarian Fund to 
avoid overlap and prioritise responses to identified gaps. This coordination is perceived as a 
significant asset by most people informants.  
 
Beyond inclusiveness considerations, diversity in the project selection committee is seen as 
a means to enhance transparency and independence. It mitigates the risk of a single or 
couple of actors disproportionately influencing the evaluation process. Furthermore, it helps 
counteract any bias that might arise from the specific programmatic culture and technical 
positioning of each organisation. 
 
In both the RHFWCA and Start Fund, the review of projects is mostly based on the 
participation and commitment of the clusters or Start Network members and local partners 
who volunteer to take on these roles. This approach places significant reliance on 
individuals, some of whom may struggle to invest enough time to rigorously review the 
projects or to check the actual needs and coorfdination at the local level to prevent 
redundancies, for instance. One inconvenient of having collective decision-making structure 
is the potential for reduced accountability, as responsibility is widely shared among multiple 
parties.  
 
In the SRF and AFNS, projects selection undergoes a final approval process by the board.  
In the case of the SRF, project details are anonymized at the time they reach the board, and 
the board provides comments on the notations. On the opposite, in the AFNS, the names of 
the applicants and recommendations from the review committee are shared with the board, 
with a clear understanding of the confidential nature of this information. The board does not 
delve into or discuss the granular details of the scoring. The AFNS places a strong emphasis 
on the highest transparency possible to foster trust in the system. In contract, in the Start 

Fund, the Start Fund Committee is not involved in the validation of the final project list. The 
responsibility rests solely with the project selection committee. 
 
In the RHFWCA, as in CBPFs in general, the final authority and confirmation of selected 
projects rests with the HC/RC. These funding decisions can be made at the discretion of the 
HC/RC, without a recommendation from the advisory board, for circumstances which require 
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an immediate response, as outlined in the Operational Manual. CBPFs also serve as a 
means also a mean to empower the HC/RC by granting them authority to take action. But 
the preeminent decision-making power vested in a single individual is criticised for being 
non-democratic and posing the risk of succumbing to political pressures. Of course, this 
impact of this depends on how the HC/RC wields this authority, but the concentration of 
power in one individual is a matter of concern.  
 
 

Timeliness 
 

 
 
 

Comparison of the Funds’ main characteristics 
 

Please refer to the Annexes
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II. GOOD PRACTICES FOR POOLED FUND 

GOVERNANCE 
 
Best practices identified across the four PF mechanisms are compiled below.  
 
It is important to note that the impact of these practices has not been formally evaluated. 
These practices have been drawn from a combination of literature reviews and interviews 
conducted, relying on the insights and experiences of humanitarian professionals. While 
some of these practices may be highly relevant in their specific contexts, their impact might 
vary when applied in different settings.  
 

Participation 

�� Establishing decision-making structures that closely reflect the realities on the ground, 
involving humanitarian actors operating in all affected areas, provides a better 
understanding of real-time priorities, access capabilities, and preferences of the affected 
populations. 

�= Encouraging frequent rotation of board members is recommended to introduce fresh 
perspectives, reduce the perception of conflicts of interest, and enhance transparency.   

�= Ensuring that the boards or strategic committees of PFs are inclusive and exhibit a 
balanced composition, encompassing both local and international representative as well 
as women participation, can be achieved by having them selected by their peers. This 
enhances their representativeness, legitimacy, and fosters more extensive information 
dissemination and consultations. 

�= Collective decision-making bodies offer a means for influencing and participating, 
particularly when multiple members from each consistency are involved. The diversity of 
perspectives helps in developing consensus both within and between the constituencies. 

�= Prioritising collective mechanisms for raising concerns or  halting risky processes is 
important. While donors may need legal mechanisms to prevent decisions by the board 
that would violate their laws, individual or organisational veto powers may not be the best 
solution, even if never used, as it gives a possibility to one entity to block the opinion of a 
majority. Finding means of collective redress that all participants can activate is crucial 
for the good PF governance. 

�= Building a strong culture of consensus within the decision-making bodies of the funds, 
emphasising a deep sense of humanitarian imperative and sense of collective 
responsibility.  

�= Creating a dedicated culture around the fund; providing regular training to board 
members and individuals involved in project reviews is important to ensure the adoption 
of the values and objectives of the funds, promoting their participation as humanitarian 
workers rather than representatives of specific organisations.  
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Projects review and selection processes 

�� Establishing highly transparent and well-defined project selection processes, 
accompanied by clear justifications for project choices, in order to prevent suspicions and 
frustration. Adapting the framework and processes to accommodate different situations to 
prevent exceptions that might erode confidence in the Fund.  

�= Ensuring that members serving on the review committees, applicants, and board 
members are distinct from each other to uphold the independence of the review 
committee independence. 

�= Allocating ample resources for project review and selection. Review committees 
composed of a variety of profiles and backgrounds are considered more legitimate and 
offer a more comprehensive understanding of needs, potential overlaps and experiences 
related to tailored approaches that can have a greater impact. Individuals involved in 
project review and selection should have sufficient time to consult and consider external 
factors such as overlaps and cross-sector integration. The related workload should be 
recognized, and review teams should be sized accordingly.  

 
 

Quality 

�� Preserving quality: PFs are sometimes seen as effective mechanisms to access funding 
and implementing projects, but are perceived to be limited in their ability to ensure 
comprehensive monitoring monitoring and evaluation. PF should maintain a robust M&E 
framework, incorportating external M&E at the local level, even in hard-to-reach areas, 
by entities with direct access and in-depth knowledge of specific regions and local 
dynamics. The pooling of expertise found in PFs should be leveraged to identify 
improved methods to integrate insights obtained through M&E in subsequent project 
phases and allocations, as well as sharing these findinds with other stakeholders.  

�= Involving individuals familiar with the context in the decision-making process, including 
the definition of priorities, experience with operational challenges, collaborative problem-
solving, and the exploration of innovative approaches. 

 
 

Accessibility 

�� Broadly sharing information about the funds and allocation processes widely at all steps 
through diverse communication channels, such as websites, newsletter, cascaded 
emails, and providing information during the participation to country or regional working 
groups and for a, as well as through meetings with representatives of various 
constituencies.  

 
 

Localization 

�� Promoting equal participation in the governance of the Funds. 
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 Facilitating access to funding for NNGOs by prioritising a tiered due diligence model, 
instead of a binary ‘pass/fail’ approach. Efforts should focus on harmonizing tools and 
requirements.  

�= Implementing capacity building plans is considered a good practice, provided that 
sufficient time and budget14F15 are allocated for their execution and the budget 
commitment is upheld even during budget reviews.  

�= Accompanying allocations with parallel initiatives aimed at advancing the localization 
agenda. For instance, the RHFWCA has dedicated an envelope for national NGOs 
capacity strengthening in 2023, in collaboration with the HOPE project. Similarly, the 
AFNS’ FMA accompany also national actors with continuous capacity strengthening and 
support when necessary. 

 

Collaboration 

�� Incorporating consultations with a diverse array of key stakeholders to inform the 
strategic positioning of PF allocations, encompassing geographic priorities and 
addressing unmet acute needs.   

�= One of the primary objectives of PFs is to optimise the use resources by aligning around 
common priorities, avoiding duplication, and maximizing impact. Nevertheless, no PF 
can consolidate all donor contributions for a specific area or topic. Therefore, 
coordination with other donor‘s contributions is key. As PF boards assume a donor role, 
they share the responsibility to coordinate with other mechanisms and donnors. Any new 
Pooled Fund, as a donor, should make a concerted effort to coordinate with existing 
Pooled Funds mechanisms in the same areas and with other donors to avoid duplication 
and make the most of the funds allocated. PF management teams actively engage in 
donor meetings to foster that coordination and collaboration. This coordination should 
extend across all levels, including local, national, and regional, with clear guidance on 
the local areas and topics prioritized by each. 

�= Developing “complementarity papers” to establish a framework for how the Funds can 
collaborate with one another and define principles or action for collaboration.  

  

 
15 In the RHFWCA, consortia leads can allocate up to 3% of the total budget to capacity building of 
their sub-partners. 
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III. RECOMMENDATIONS FOR THE SRF 
 
The specificity of the SRF governance model lies in its unique combination of regional-level 
fund management (similar to the RHFWCA), a role played by an INGO (similar to the global 
Start Fund), and decision-making at regional level. Therefore, several key areas for 
recommendations emerge, encompassing board composition, the interplay between 
countries and regional entities, the anchoring within the wider humanitarian system, and the 
implications of having an INGO operational in the region acting as FMA. 
 

#1 Adjust the board’s composition 
 
The following adjustments could be considered to increase the legitimacy of and trust in the 
board. 

�� The practice of INGO board members selected by their peers is a practice that could 
offer insights for formulating the SRF’s board rotation modalities. The regional focus 
of the SRF introduces complexity, as not all organizations are located in Dakar or 
actively participate in regiofor afora. It might be worth exploring ways for international 
board members to be appointed by their peers, potentially through country INGO 
forum or relevant regional groups.  

�� The number of NNGOs board members should be adjusted to achieve equal 
representation. This is especially important as the the SRF considers expanding to 
become a true Pooled Fund and potentially refining its focus on localization. 

�� The observer role could be adjusted for greater coherence. Having observers serve 
as non-permanent members could enhance participation and transparency. For 
instance, potential donors could be invited on ad hoc basis.  

�� The SRF’s actual expectations for the Observer role is akin to the role of Chair of the 
board. The SRF should explore the possibility and relevance of appointing an 
independent chair who will facilitate discussions, invite relevant observers, and liaise 
with other regional mechanisms and representations. 

�� In the event that the SRF transforms into a multi-donor fund, careful consideration 
should be given to adjusting the supplementary powers that donors and hosting 
INGO have on the board (such as veto power). It is essential to ensure that risks are 
effectively mitigated upstream in the donors-DRC-IPs channels, drawing inspiration 
from how the AFNS Fund Management Agent handles this. The idea of establishing 
a collective last resort mechanism could also be interesting to ensure risk control and 
provide a more balanced power structure.  

 
 

#2 Promote the link between countries and regional entities. 
 
The regional dimension of the SRF hold inherent value, but also presents unique challenges 
that should be acknowledged and addressed. 

�= The regional governance can create a perception of remote control, potentially 
leading to a lack of acceptance and coordination concerns with individual countries. 
Therefore, it is key to highlight the complementarity of the SRF with country-level 
strategies and activities, and ensure that countries are well-informed about the 
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specific actions of the SRF and how they can synergise and complement country-
level initiatives.  

�= It is important that individuals with the best knowledge of local realities have the 
opportunity to influence SRF allocations, ensuring the SRF remains closely 
connected to the affected population. The process of revising the allocation strategy 
rests with the board, which provides board members with the opportunity to consult 
their country offices. The planning and timeline should structured to guarantee 
effective consultation. 

�= The SRF offers high-quality, multi-year funding to invest in local capacity and 
strengthen the resilience of systems, among other objectives. This funding must be 
flexible enough over a 3-year span to adapt to a constantly changing context. 

�= Despite ongoing efforts, the SRF and its current activities are not yet widely 
recognised among most actors interviewed at the country level, except for those 
actively involved. There is a challenge in making the information accessible to INGOs 
and NGOs that lack a presence in Dakar. This situation may lead to the perception 
that a lot of information flows exclusively through Dakar-based networks, potentially 
excluding national organisations and INGOs not present in Dakar. To address this it 
is important to consider wider distribution of the newsletter and continuous effort to 
pass information and updates to NGOs through various channels.  

 

#3 Triangulating information to ensure alignment and avoid 

overlaps 
 
Considering the dynamic nature of regions like the Sahel, the SRF should connect between 
regional strategies and field-level concerns. HRPs and 3W reports may not consistently offer 
accurate, real-time updates or capture all local initiatives, especially those tied to recover or 
development programs. Updates on new funding sources may lack frequency, consistency, 
and competeness. Triangulating information is crucial to assess how new projects align with 
existing actions, ensuring they scale up efforts without causing overlaps, in adherence to the 
Charter’s commitment.  
 
 
#4 Reinforce integration within the wider humanitarian system 
 
The unique governance system of the SRF (regional and governed by NGOs) makes it 
complementary to diverse humanitarian funding mechanisms in the region. Therefore, the 
SRF must engage collaboratively with other constituencies and anchor itself into the wider 
system. This is essential to contribute to needs prioritization, prevent overlaps, and foster a 
culture of learning.  
 
The SRF should embark on a reflection to determine when and where collaboration would 
be most relevant. Allocation priorities could be defined in wider consultation with other actors 
within the humanitarian system. The process of defining the allocation strategy could be 
adjusted to include consultations with key informants at the country level to validate 
geographic and gap priorities. It is key to identify the relevant entities to consult, such as 
OCHA, ICC, clusters, NGO fora, nexus working groups, or other relevant groups of 
organizations. Many informants stressed the importance of conducting consultations at 
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country-level about SRF allocation priorities. In addition, project selection could also benefit 
from drawing upon the insights of other actors, ensuring geographic coverage and avoiding 
duplication. 
 
 

#5 Continue mitigating conflicts of interest 
 
The SRF model has prioritised accountability and placed an emphasis on mitigating the risk 
of conflict of interest from the hosting organization. As a result, a feature of the SRF is that 
the FMA is deemed ineligible for funding. While this approach underscores the commitment 
for impartiality and integrity, it may raise concerns for the fund’s long-term sustainability, 
depending on the SRF ambitions and evolutions. In a context characterised by low levels of 
fundings, particularly if the SRF were to become a key donor in the region, it could become 
challenging for an INGO operating in the area to forgo access to such financial resources. 
 
Four possible configurations have been identified to mitigate the risk of conflict of interest 
when a PF is hosted by an operational INGO. These could offer insight for the SRF in case 
of future evolutions in its governance system.  
 
1. The current SRF framework 

In this approach, the hosting NGO serves as a grant custodian and fund manager for the 
Fund without seeking funding for its own projects from the PF. As is currently the case, 
interest for innovation and quality funding takes precedence over access to finance. This 
model is sustainable if the SRF maintains a niche role, complementing funding from top 
donors in the region. Additionnally, the hosting INGO could receive direct funding from 
SRF donors through alternative sources or budget lines. 
  

2. Entrust the management of the fund to humanitarian actors not interested in this 

type of funding 

Under this configuration, the Fund’s management is delegated to humanitarian actors 
who do not directly implement programs in the region targeted by the SRF. The stability 
of the organisation’s financial management and capacity to provide support services for  
a FMU are critical factors in this model.   
 

3. Outsourcing fund management to a private company 
 

4. Implement adjustments allowing the hosting INGO to apply for PF funding  

To mitigate the risk of conflict of interest for the hosting INGO, potential adjustments 
could be made in two key stages: project selection and monitoring and evaluation role of 
the Fund Management Agent. In addition, one could consider placing the FMA within a 
department or dvision of the host organisation that is not directly responsible for 
operations in the region (e.g. finance function or as part of an HQ unit).  

 
One solution to reduce the risk of conflict of interest for the hosting agency when it is an 
NGO is to enhance the independency of the review committee toward the FMA and the 
board. As far as the SRF is concerned, this involved broadening the composition of the 
current SRF review committee to allow the bidding NGO to recuse itself during the 
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examination of its proposal, similar to the practices of the RHFWCA or Start Fund. This 
adjustement would promote greater inclusivity and transparency.  
 
Another possibility to explore is to compose a review committee entirely independent from 
both the hosting INGO and other applicant INGOs, incorporating experts from donors and 
consultants, for example. The consultant system has been perceived as quite effective for 
the AFNS. Furthermore, there should be consideration for the inclusion of some national 
NGOs. The main barrier for participation may be that in these all models an applicant 
organization cannot hold project selection responsibilities. 
 
The involvement of country clusters in the technical project review process is often 
mentioned as a good practice. While this apporoach, using a mixed review committee, as 
seen in the AFNS model, could be considered for SRF, the regional dimension of the SRF 
adds a layer of complexity. Regional working groups are not operational and could be distant 
from local realities, while country clusters are framed around a sectoral approach that can be 
challenging to reconcile with the SRF programmatic requirements.  
 
In such scenario, the role of monitoring and evaluation should also be reviewed, given the 
sensitivity of having the same organization both implement a project and conduct its 
monitoring and evaluation, potentially raising concerns of mismanagement or project quality. 
Considering a third party operational in the area for monitoring and evaluation could be an 
avenue to follow with caution. The selected third party should be able to integrate the 
regional dimension of the SRF and ensure that the hosting NGO takes ownership of the 
results to inform the grant oversight and the fund development.  
 
Another area to enhance the fund’s independence is to create some distance between the 
FMU and the hosting INGO representative on the board. While establishing an independent 
legal entity for the FMU may not be a feasible option due to time, cost, and support structure 
requirements, the prospect of excluding the hosting INGO representative may not be 
practical. A light hosting agreement between the SRF and DRC for managing the FMA could 
not be an option because the fund director is accountable to the grant custodian structure for 
grant management and financial risk, i.e. DRC. A line management structure detached from 
the regional office and aligned with a relevant department at HQ could be explored as a 
means to increase independence.  
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REFLECTIONS 
 
The governance models and practices of the four funds examined vary according to their 
nature and history. Despite its limitations, this comparative analysis highlights several good 
practices and suggests avenues of reflection for the SRF.  
 
The creation of new models of Pooled Funds governed in majority by NGOs may have 
caused reluctancies and tensions within the humanitarian landscape. It is imperative for 
these new initiatives to diligently communicate their objectives and collaborate with existing 
funding instruments. Failure to do so may lead to the perception of  being competitors rather 
than collaborators. In very complex and competitive environments, they have at times been 
perceived as posing a challenge to the roles of UN entities. However, they could also be 
perceived as complementary mechanisms with the potential to support undertakings that 
might remain unfunded by alternative funding mechanisms (geographical areas, multi-
country interventions, multiyear programs, etc). The diverse funding mechanisms should 
foster exchange and collaboration, facilitating an environment where stakeholders can learn 
from different experiences. This, in turn, will contribute to improving the quality of the various 
funding mechanisms. 
  
This report offers several insightful takeaways. A noteworthy consensus is the fertile space 
for collaboration and innovation that in these Funds’ governance bodies cultivate. They 
provide a platform for collective accountability, cooperation, collaborative efforts, knowledge 
sharing, and learning. Such places are scarce, gathering NGOs, INGOs and donors in 
pursuit of common objective.  
  
The true test of 'good' governance lies in its ability to deliver on its promises. Governance, in 
isolation, cannot single-handedly increase the quality of funding and the role of local actors 
in the humanitarian response. The governance of Funds raises important questions around 
accountability, particulary in the event of an incident. The next challenge may be to innovate 
and devise more effective means of sharing high levels of risk in such complex contexts. 
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ANNEXES: Comparison of the Funds’ main characteristics 
 
Disclaimer: the following tables summarise key elements of each fund as of August 2023. They are not exhaustive. For more details, please 
refer to the official documentation of each Fund. 
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ANNEX 1: GENERAL INFORMATION 
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ANNEX 2: GOVERNANCE STRUCTURES 
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ANNEX 3: PROCESSES 
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ANNEX 4: TYPE OF ENTITY HOSTING THE FUND MANAGEMENT UNIT 
 
The tables presented below summarize the pros and cons as perceived by informants for two distinct models: one where an INGO acts as the 
Fund management agent and one where a private company takes on this role. It is crucial to note that these insights are based on perceptions, 
and their accuracy has not been confirmed by data, as it would require a dedicated study for validation. 
 
 
 
Private company acts as Fund Management Agent  

Pros Cons 

 Private companies have capacity to absorb high volumes of funding, 
more than an INGO can do.  

�= More resources invested in risk management. 
�= Larger risk appetite. 
�= Highly professional and skilled workforce. 
�= A private actor as FMA brings a better performance (“this is on a 

different level than with INGOs”) according to several interlocutors.  
�= More frequent and higher quality reporting compared to the UN and 

INGOs. 
�= A wider range of experiences in terms of innovative approaches. 
�= Rely more on applicants’ own systems/processes wherever possible - 

allowing them to run projects their own way provided they meet 
certain minimum standards. 

 Not accountable to humanitarian principles (humanity, 
neutrality, impartiality, and independence), even if 
aligned with universal principles on human rights, 
labour, environment and anticorruption (ASI is a 
participant to UN Global Compact for example) 

�= Public development aid funds contribute to remunerate 
private shareholders or employees15F

16.  
�= Not protected by humanitarian mandate and 

international laws. That could be an important risk in 
contexts where access is particularly challenging.  

 
 
 
 

 
16 ASI is a company owned and operated by its employees. As such, any benefits accruing from shareholdings are just a different form of ‘salary’. This allows the company to 
manage its financial sustainability by linking pay to performance of the company as a whole, rather than committing to a large wage bill that is not sustainable. 
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INGO acts as Fund Management Agent  
Pros Cons 

 Humanitarian mandate and principled action: there is more trust 
toward an INGO guided by humanitarian principles to be transparent 
in case of aid deviation or lack of quality in the implementation.  

�= Expertise and operational presence of INGOs allows a strong M&E 
component. The M&E done by an INGO will be supported by their 
level of access and acceptance, especially to conduct field visits. The 
INGO knows good practices and the level of quality that can be 
expected in a specific context.  

�= An INGO operational is aware of operational challenges and at a 
better place to assess mitigation measure and innovations 
implemented through the project.  

 Conflict of interest for the hosting organization  
 Fight for funding between NGOs 
�� Activism: everybody has an opinion; it makes it more 

complicated to progress and innovate 
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