A more proactive UN role in the
security of NGO staff?

by Randolph Martin

The recent and very tragic deaths of UNHCR
workers in West Timor and Guinea have once
again focused attention on the precarious
security circumstance under which humanit-
arian relief work is so often conducted.

t the UNHCR ExCom meetings in
A Geneva in 2000, opening

remarks from High Commiss-
ioner Ogata, Secretary-General Annan
and WFP Executive Director Bertini each
highlighted concern over the security of
humanitarian aid workers. Just a week
earlier, directors and senior managers
from 25 major American and European
agencies met together for a two-day
OFDA/InterAction-sponsored workshop
on staff security. Indeed, security of aid
workers has been a growing concern and
priority over the past few years and is
only punctuated when situations such as
West Timor and Guinea bring to the
forefront the sobering realities of the
security environments in which the UN
and NGOs work.

In recent years there have been notable
inter-agency efforts to address security
concerns. Working under funding from
OFDA, in 1996 InterAction established
an NGO Security Task Force comprized
of representatives of a number of
American and European NGOs. The Task
Force and subsequent Security Working
Group went on to design a comprehen-
sive curriculum for training NGO
workers on security. The curriculum has
since been picked up by the British NGO
RedR which, with funding from OFDA
and Britain’s Department for
International Development, is offering
the week-long course from regional cen-
tres around the world over the next two
years.

Football stadium in Dili, East Timor, designated a
‘safe haven’ in the weeks following the arrival of
the INTERFET peacekeeping forces.
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The Humanitarian Practice Network at
the Overseas Development Institute has
recently published Good Practice Review
#8: Operational Security Management in
Violent Environments,' authored by
Koenraad Van Brabant who has also
been an active participant on the
InterAction Task Force and Working
Group. The book is an important refer-
ence for NGO security planners, bringing
together input from scores of NGOs and
establishing both a common language
and conceptual framework for under-
standing security and strategies for
protecting aid workers. Not only have
NGO contributions to the book been
impressive but major governmental
donors have also come forward to sup-
port the effort: publication was
supported by the governments of
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Britain, Denmark, Ireland, the
Netherlands, Sweden and the US.

VOICE’s Humanitarian Safety and
Protection Network (HSPN) has also
made an impressive effort to establish a
mechanism for tracking and analyzing
security incidents. Prior to the HSPN
project - with the notable exception of
ICRC - our understanding of security
incidents, qualitatively and quantita-
tively, has been largely rooted in
anecdotal reporting.

The UN is also taking significant steps
towards improving security for its field
operations. The Secretary-General’s
recent report on ‘Safety and Security of
United National Personnel” overviews
the scope of the problem faced by the
UN in the field and the shortcomings of
a strategy developed for the situation as
it appeared twenty years ago. The report
sets forth a number of proposals to
improve security. These would include:
appointment of a Security Coordinator
at the Assistant Secretary-General level,
establishment of a more reliable mecha-
nism for funding Field Security Officers
and increased resources for the office of




the UN Security Coordinator (UNSECO-
ORD) which would provide for enhanced
staff training, security assessments,
counseling and stress management.

Coordination with the NGO
community

The Secretary-General’s report outlines
improvements that are a step - if not a
leap - in the right direction toward
enhancing the security of UN personnel.
However, beyond recognizing that NGOs
face the same challenging operating
environment, the report makes no men-
tion of the need to enhance coordination
and joint security efforts with the NGO
community upon which the UN is
increasingly dependent. This is a signifi-
cant oversight, not only for NGOs but
for the security of UN field operations.

UNHCR, as a case in point, relies heavily
on NGO implementing partners to
achieve its mandate’ yet has done little
to clarify its role with NGOs in the realm
of security. In the NGO-UNHCR meetings
prior to this year’s Executive Committee
meetings in Geneva, UNHCR’s Chief of
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Safety, Roland L’Allier, indicated that
there is no formal relationship but
rather “ad hoc” arrangements that vary
from situation to situation. Mr L'Allier
also indicated that the ad hoc arrange-
ment is “flexible” and “works”. Indeed
there is flexibility. Talking to NGO field
staff around

NGOs - often likened to herding cats - is
notoriously difficult. Yet, when UNHCR
calls a security coordination meeting for
the NGO community, the NGOs come.
When UNHCR establishes a common
communications network or frequency,
NGOs participate actively. When UNHCR
offers techni-
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the parable of the blind men and the
elephant where each man describes the
overall appearance of the animal based
upon the one appendage that he is able
to touch: security management in each
situation is so dramatically different
that it is difficult to grasp the overall
vision. It is less clear whether or not
this “works”.

When UNHCR chooses to undertake a
coordinating role in security, the results
can be most impressive. Coordinating

tions, NGOs

are generally
keen to tap that expertise. These are
roles that UNHCR is uniquely positioned
to offer. Individual NGOs rarely have the
resources to hire their own security offi-
cers - and even if they had, NGOs can
benefit enormously from a common
UN/NGO forum to discuss and coordi-
nate security matters. A common
understanding of the security environ-
ment emerges, along with a common
language and coordinated responses.
Information is shared which benefits
not only the NGOs but UNHCR as well.
UNHCR is uniquely situated not only for
creating this forum but also for playing
a larger representational role on security
matters. One of the pillars of good secu-
rity derives from the diplomatic
relations between the humanitarian com-
munity and the local or regional powers.
Again, in most situations, UNHCR is far
better positioned than most NGOs to
approach national and regional authori-
ties - or major donors - at the highest
levels to advocate for humanitarian
access and the security of aid workers.

Compromise and competition

If UNHCR is so ideally situated to play a
central role in security for NGOs, why
can this role not be made more formal?
One problem is that UNHCR’s effort is
generally centred on the appointment of
a Field Safety Advisor (FSA). The FSA is a
security professional with the expertise
and mandate to advise on matters

of security. The appointment of this
position is not automatic, even in the
most precarious of security environ-
ments: only 60 out of 80 high-risk posts
have assigned security officers.* For
UNHCR, the decision to appoint an

FSA rests solely with UNHCR’s Resident
Representative, for whom the decision is
largely one of resources and priorities.

Biaro camp, Kisangani, DRC
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The UNHCR country office must be able
and willing to fund the position out of the
country budget using funds that might
otherwise be used to support programme
activities. In an atmosphere of diminish-
ing funding, the decision can force
difficult compromises. Yet, in the absence
of an FSA, UNHCR’s ability to play a coor-
dinating role for its NGO implementing
partners is all but eliminated.

Even when an FSA is appointed, there is
no guarantee that UNHCR will actively
take on a coordinating role with NGOs.
In the absence of formal guidelines or
policies spelling out the role of UNHCR
vis-a-vis the NGOs, the relationship
between the FSA and the NGOs is largely
a product of personalities and compet-
ing demands on the FSA’s time. As such,
the relationship is indeed ad hoc, vary-
ing significantly from country to
country and FSA to FSA. If the
Secretary-General succeeds in his pro-
posal to fund these positions out of
general funds, then the job itself
should be redesigned to include liaison
and coordination with NGOs.

Even if UNHCR is not able to broaden
the advisory services of its FSAs, it
should be more forthright about what it
can and cannot do for its implementing
partners. Typically, UNHCR will offer
vague verbal reassurances to NGO repre-
sentatives. This tends to mask the fact -
surprising to many NGO workers - that
the UN has no formal responsibility
whatsoever for NGO security. Such mis-
communication of capacity and intent
has left NGOs behind in more than one
evacuation, and would no doubt alter
NGO security planning if there were
more clarity from the beginning.

UN/NGO Memorandum of
Understanding

The UN has attempted a more formal
security agreement with NGOs. In 1996,
UNSECOORD drafted a Memorandum of
Understanding (MoU) in an effort to
establish a framework for a security
relationship between UN organizations
and their NGO implementing partners
(‘implementing partners’ are those NGOs
with a contractual relationship with a
UN agency for implementing a specific
project under UN funding). Under the
terms of the MoU, the general responsi-
bilities of the UN include unspecified
“protection of international staff”, inclu-
sion of “relevant information” about
international staff in the UN’s security

plan, keeping the NGO informed about
security developments and measures
being implemented by the UN and, “to
the extent possible”, provision of travel
assistance on a reimbursable basis in the
case of emergency. “Where possible”, the
UN also agrees to represent the NGO’s
security concerns to the authorities of
the host government.

In exchange, the MoU requires that sig-
natory implementing partners “fully
follow the instructions of [the UN]
regarding security matters”, yet the
NGOs are to “assume all risks and liabili-
ties related to the security of its staff”
and “deal with all claims as may be
brought against the UN arising from the
extension under the Memorandum . . . to
its international staff”. This surrender of
authority has been a central issue for
the NGOs, particularly in view of the
murky promises of protection in return.
One wonders what organization would
agree to surrender authority over
security-related decisions yet retain
responsibility for the consequences of
those decisions. The MoU goes on to
require that the NGO “ensure that the
[UN] is at all times informed of the
whereabouts and movements... of inter-
national staff...”. The MoU also requires
that the NGOs “lend, when possible and
to the extent feasible, on a reimbursable
basis, travel assistance to [UN personnel]”.

In short, the MoU provides for the
exchange of security-related information
and - “to the extent possible” - the evac-
uation of international staff in exchange
for the NGO’s willingness to surrender
its authority on security matters to the
UN. The NGO also pays a fee to the UN,
based upon the cost of the Security
Provisions and the number of sub-
scribers bearing those costs.

Questions

Above and beyond the overarching ques-
tion of whether the vague provisions of
the agreement are worth the costs, the
MoU raises a number of questions
requiring clarification. What exactly is an
‘implementing partner’: does the MoU
pertain to NGO staff funded by other
donors but working on UN-funded pro-
jects? Does the MoU extend to an
implementing partner’s staff who are
working on complementary programmes
not funded by the UN? Is the MoU in
effect when NGOs are implementing pro-
jects in good faith during the often
protracted periods of time when the UN

is processing proposals and agreements
and, in a strictly formal sense, there is
no agreement between the NGO and the
UN? Do the provisions of the MoU relat-
ing to evacuation pertain to national
staff brought in for the purpose of
implementing a UNHCR-funded project?
What if an NGO does disobey the securi-
ty instructions of UNHCR - is the entire
MoU revoked or are the recalcitrant NGO
staff simply omitted from the related
portion of the security plan, such as an
evacuation?

Despite these and many other questions
raised by the NGOs, UNSECOORD has
been resolutely unwilling to alter the
MoU, even to add clarity and even
though not a single NGO has signed on
to the MoU as a global agreement. (IOM,
which is not generally considered an
NGO and has a very different set of
security concerns vis-a-vis the UN, is
the only organization that has signed
globally.)

Why is it unreasonable for the UN to
expect NGOs to “fully follow the instruc-
tion of the [UN] regarding security
matters”? Part of the answer surely
relates to the culture of independence
under which most NGOs operate, for
better or for worse. However, there are
other concerns as well.

First, and perhaps most important, an
NGO’s response to a security environ-
ment must primarily be related to the
NGO’s global mandate and local mission.
An NGO implementing agricultural
extension services should have a lower
risk tolerance than an NGO undertaking
life-saving medical services. It is unreal-
istic to expect both organizations to
respond to security situations in the
same fashion.

Secondly, the UN’s own response to
security environments can be compro-
mised by fiscal concerns that are
unrelated to NGOs. For example, as
noted above, if the Resident
Representative is unwilling to prioritize
funding from the country budget, there
will be no Field Safety Advisor. In
Uganda there is no UNHCR FSA and thus
weak provisions for UNHCR staff work-
ing in the precarious environment in the
North, where the Lord’s Resistance Army
continues to wreak havoc. UNHCR staff
are reluctant to visit field sites and, cit-
ing security concerns, have spent little
more than a few days in the Achol Pii
refugee camp so far this year.
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Nevertheless, UNHCR expects NGOs to
carry out services in the camp on a daily
basis. If NGOs were to follow UNHCR’s
lead on security, there would simply be
no services for refugees.

Funding is also involved in the determi-
nation of the UN’s security phases but
not always as one might anticipate.
According to the candid explanation of a
senior UNHCR official in Hargesa,
UNHCR in Somaliland remained at Phase
3 long after conditions had improved,
simply because of concerns over the
impact of the elimination of a phase-
related security allowance on an already
demoralized staff. Given these issues,
among others, it would clearly be unwise
for NGOs to hand over security deci-
sions to the UN even in the best of
circumstances.

As a global document outlining the rela-
tionship between the UN and the NGOs
in the realm of security, the MoU is sig-
nificantly flawed. It demands that NGOs
surrender authori-
ty over their own
security affairs in
exchange for
unspecified protec-
tion and support
for evacuation. At
the same time, the MoU does not
address the many critical security coor-
dination issues that are so important to
NGOs. It should be no surprise that no
NGO has signed the document on a
global basis. Interestingly, there are
some instances - 14 in all - where NGOs
have signed at a country level. The coun-
tries include Liberia, Tajikistan and
Sudan. One might surmise that the use-
fulness of the MoU is greatly increased
in such places where NGOs are unlikely
to have the capacity to handle the logis-
tics of evacuation or the diplomatic
connections of securing - at the highest
levels - humanitarian access and the pro-
tection of aid workers.

flawed

Despite our criticism of the MoU docu-
ment, IRC is among the signatories to
the MoU in Sudan where we are working
together with the UN in the govern-
ment-held garrison towns of Southern
Sudan. Evacuation options are limited
and communications are highly restrict-
ed. The Government of Sudan
unofficially (if not officially) views the
humanitarian effort as aiding and abet-
ting its enemies. It is under these
challenging circumstances - where evac-
uation options are dramatically limited
and expensive and where high-level

the MoU is significantly

diplomatic relations with governments
and warring parties may enhance
humanitarian access - that a formal MoU
may be most appropriate.

Recommendations

While this article may appear critical of
the UN, its recommendations are built
upon situations in the field where the
UN has in fact stepped forward and
taken a leading role in security:

Firstly, security coordination improves
dramatically when a UN Field Security
Officer is appointed. The decision to
appoint a Field Security Officer should
be made solely on consideration of the
security environment, not upon the fis-
cal concerns and conflicting priorities of
the Resident Representative. Accord-
ingly, these positions - costing some
$100,000 each - should be funded from
a separate centrally managed fund. This,
in essence, is among the UN Secretary-
General’s proposals.

Secondly, NGO
security coordi-
nation should
be a formal
responsibility of
the UN Field
Security Advisors. Included would be
organization and facilitation of routine
security coordination meetings, estab-
lishment of a shared security comm-
unications network, provision of threat
assessments and exchange of pertinent
security information. Participation in
these activities would not (or could not)
be required, nor would they imply a liabil-
ity to UN. Nevertheless, experience shows
that they would be well supported and
valuable to NGO and UN staff alike.

Thirdly, the UN should make a concert-
ed effort to embrace the language and
conceptual framework that the NGOs
have developed in recent years, as suc-
cinctly represented in ODI’s latest

Good Practice Review and the RedR-
InterAction security training course.
Various UN organizations and the NGOs
are increasingly accepting common ‘best
practices’ under many sectors of pro-
gramme operations, up to and including
the Sphere Project. This is an excellent
opportunity for the UN to recognize and
embrace the substantial achievements of
its NGO partners in the field of security.

Finally, the UNSECOORD MoU should
not be abandoned but re-worked to add
clarity and focused functions within

specific contexts. It should be invoked
when evacuation options are limited and
where high-level representation and
coordination on security are pivotal to
ensuring humanitarian access. Portions
of its text should be context specific,
specifying the sites it covers and the
roles that can be expected from the par-
ties working in those sites. In these
limited circumstances, such a tight
security regimen should be offered to
UN implementing partners and might
even be required of them. In short, for
the MoU to be useful, it is imperative
that UNSECOORD show some heretofore-
undemonstrated flexibility in re-crafting
the MoU on a more context-specific
basis.

Conclusion

The focus of this paper has been on how
the UN might play a more active and
useful role in enhancing security for
their NGO implementing partners in the
field. This should not be construed to
imply that the NGOs cannot do more to
address their own security concerns.
The hope that the UN can play a more
active security coordination role largely
reflects the failure of the NGO commu-
nity to fill this role for ourselves.
Moreover, few NGOs have designated
security officers at HQ or in the field,;
few have adequate security policy struc-
tures; few are adequately addressing
security orientation and training; and few
are adequately addressing the resource
needs for enhancing field security.
Clearly, we all have a long way to go.

The purpose of this article is to urge the
UN to clarify, if not formalize, its unique
and central role in enhancing security
for all humanitarian aid workers. At the
very least, it may inspire new dialogue
between concerned NGOs and UN
agencies on how we might better work
together to create a more secure work-
ing environment for our humanitarian
mission.

Randolph Martin is Senior Director
of Operations at the International
Rescue Commiittee. Email:

randy@intrescom.orq/
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