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In order to improve participation in humanitarian responses
one needs to understand the factors that mould, constrain, or
support it.

In this chapter a variety of factors affecting participation are
examined, including the need for a rapid response, political
and conflict dynamics and the human resource policies of aid
organisations. These factors have been organised into 3 cate-
gories depending on whether they relate to the context, the
affected population, or the aid organisation. For each factor
a series of questions is suggested. Answering these ques-
tions will help identify the opportunities and risks to be taken
into account when adopting a participatory approach. They
should be referred to regularly as knowledge of the opera-
tional environment improves, the external situation develops
and relationships with stakeholders evolve. This will help to
make the participatory approach dynamic rather than static.
Further guidance on reviewing and adapting a participatory
strategy is provided in Chapter 6.

Figure 3
Factors affecting the
participation of crisis-
affected populations 7

FAacTors AFFECTING PARTICIPATION IN HUMANITARIAN RESPONSES

Before adopting a participatory approach it is important to col-

lect information about factors that will influence crisis-affected

people’s involvement - the key questions in this chapter will

provide some guidance on the information that you need to col-

lect. Some techniques for collecting this information include:

e a review of key reference material (anthropology, political
history), including ‘grey’ literature (mission reports, evalua-
tions and personal accounts)

e interviews with people who know the context and/or have
experience of aid programmes in the region

e attending planning or co-ordination meetings, briefing or
debriefings

What other sources can you think of?

context

ll.1.1 € Time and the speed of response "1 "'le

A common concern about the use of participatory approaches
in an emergency situation is that it takes too much time. This
handbook argues that there are very few situations where
time pressure truly prevents a participatory approach from
being adopted.

It may not always be appropriate to adopt a participatory
strategy when responding in the immediate aftermath of a
devastating rapid-onset crisis such as an earthquake or
hurricane. In such cases people may have other urgent prio-
rities such as finding family members, many people may be
in shock, and needs may be overwhelming. In situations of
mass displacement where access to basic needs such as
water is an urgent priority, the immediate need to save lives
outweighs the benefits of participation.

Even if it is not possible to be fully ‘participatory’ during the
initial emergency response, it is essential, to keep the affec-
ted population informed of what measures are being taken to
meet their needs, and provide opportunities for these to be
challenged, if necessary. Even at this stage, though, there are
still ways of involving stakeholders in the humanitarian res-
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ponse. Being participatory does
not imply that everyone has to be
involved in the project but rather
that everyone should at least
be represented. When certain
members of a specific group are
unable to participate, it is always
possible to consider involving
others and to gradually broaden
that involvement as appropriate.
A project that gradually increases
the involvement of those who are
affected by the crisis or disaster
needs to be planned in a particu-
lar way or it will simply continue
as it was during the initial phase.

In other cases participation has proved to be a useful way of
speeding up the pace of interventions, particularly because it
brings to light methods, resources and ideas that otherwise
would not have been identified. Participation does inevitably
require a commitment from all stakeholders in terms of time,
but this is easily made up through improved programme qua-
lity, increased impact and enhanced security.

In many emergencies, aid organisations arrive several days
after the disaster, by which time local inhabitants or people
from neighbouring areas have already mobilised themselves.
When this is the case, it is important to establish a rela-
tionship with these structures and to support their initiatives.
Aid organisations should seek out and recognise existing
capacity and local initiatives and consider them in the plan-
ning of their own responses.

Participation requires confidence and trust. The amount of
time needed to establish this largely depends on attitude, skills
and the way in which project teams and aid organisations are
perceived. Although time is often seen as being crucial in
building confidence, the ability to listen and hear what peo-
ple are saying, and keeping an open mind, have proven to be
excellent ‘door openers’. Finding the right intermediary with
the affected population is also more important than time.

FacTors AFFECTING PARTICIPATION IN HUMANITARIAN RESPONSES

Participatory processes also require a commitment in
terms of time from the affected population. This factor can
be especially important when populations are under severe
economic or other forms of stress. By giving up their time,
they may allow opportunities to pass - time spent in mee-
tings with you is time not spent earning a living, collecting
water or foraging for food, and so on. Successful participa-
tion activities take into account participants’ own schedules
and obligations, and successful participatory project teams
demonstrate awareness of, and gratitude for, the time that
people give to the project.

“A long time we are sitting in discussion and win- |
ter is coming, and time is lost. If you are coming |
for humanitarian aid, please bring your aid.” /

—— e — —————————————— — ———————————

Effective participation will leave participants feeling that the
time they invest in the process is worthwhile. People make
active choices and their willingness to engage in participa-
tory projects is likely to be influenced by perceptions of the
potential impact on their well-being and survival. A lack of
support can sometimes be attributed to a lack of confidence in
the ability of aid agencies to make a difference. If power and
decision making remain solely in the domain of humanitarian
actors, there may be no perceived value in participating in a
‘pre-determined’ process.

ll1.2 € Security and protection

In crisis contexts, both affected populations and aid workers
can be at risk. Conflict situations clearly present a range of
security and protection risks, but even after natural disasters
normal social protection mechanisms and the rule of law may
break down, putting people at risk. The security of humanita-
rian personnel and the protection of affected populations are
two facets of the same reality.
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In an acute crisis, what level of involvement is possible and
17 how can aproject be designed so that involvement is increased
over time?

2 What local initiatives and capacity are there, and how can these
be drawn into the planning process?

3 How can a relationship of trust be built in a short period of
time’?

4 How can participation be put into practice in a way that makes
a project more efficient?

5 How can different agencies co-ordinate their assessment and
planning processes to minimise the demands on the affected
population?

6 What time constraints and other commitments do people have
and how can participatory processes work around these’?

7 What can be done to make sure that people have an interest in
investing their time in a participatory process?

Humanitarian organisations need to take into account the
effects that their presence and activities have on the pro-
tection of crisis-affected people. They must ensure that
participation does not increase security risks for the affected
population, and whenever possible, improves their safety.
The planning of a participatory approach should therefore
include an assessment of risk.

Some participatory techniques and practises can create
additional risk:

Inappropriate data collection: Apparently harmless questions
designed to elicit information that will be useful for pro-
gramming may touch on sensitive issues, notably in conflict
areas (e.g. What distance from the frontline are the wells that
displaced people use to fetch water? Which roads can food
convoys use to lower the risk of ambush?) Apparently benign
Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA) maps can suddenly be
perceived as pieces of military intelligence!

In conflict situations, it may seem like a good idea to question
women and girls about their experiences of sexual violence to
ensure that appropriate health and support facilities are pro-
vided. But, unless confidentiality and discretion are assured,
it may put women and girls in danger of further victimisation
from within their own communities or from the original per-
petrators. Such sensitive information should only be collected
from individuals if really necessary. It may be more appro-
priate to ask about general trends of sexual violence rather
than individual incidents unless there is a compelling reason
for women and girls to describe their individual attacks.

As trust between your organisation and the affected popu-
lation is built up through a participatory process, there may
be a time when people will be more prepared to speak out
about what is happening to them. The responsibility then falls
on you to manage the information so as not to endanger the
lives of informants, for example by numbering information
sources rather than using names or details that will identify
individuals etc.

Engagement with aid agencies (e.g. participation in focus
groups): Armed factions may be suspicious of the motives
of those who talk with aid agencies, particularly where such
groups have accumulated (and presumably will continue to
accumulate) political and economic benefit from conflict and
disasters. In some situations having any kind of contact with
aid agencies is considered subversive and puts people at risk
of physical violence.

Provision of resources: Computers, money, vehicles etc pro-
vided to support the participation of a local committee or NGO
in community consultations can become a target for looters
or armed factions.

Risk to women: in communities where women are expected
to remain within the home and not to participate in ‘public’
activities, women and girls participating in discussion fora
and project implementation may face condemnation from
within their own communities for stepping outside of cultu-
rally and socially-approved gender roles. NGOs need to be
aware of this, and provide support to women who may be at
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risk of violence and intimidation, and also need to make sure
that men within the community understand why women are
being included in the participatory process.

Participation can also reinforce the security of affected
populations: Participatory techniques can be used to iden-
tify security risks, factors that make people vulnerable, and
opportunities for mitigating them. As trust is built during a
participatory process, the population is also more likely to
provide information on sensitive protection issues. Wor-
king with members of affected populations (e.g. providing
training, sharing responsibilities) can provide them with
resources and support that enable them to protect them-
selves more effectively.

Protection programmes that specifically aim to improve
the safety of civilians require suitably skilled staff with a
good understanding of the relevant bodies of law: Interna-
tional Humanitarian Law, Refugee Law and Human Rights
law. Risk assessments should always be carried out and
aid workers need to use both tact and caution in situations
where the lives of people are easily put in jeopardy.

“In carrying out their activities in refugee camps
or resettlement areas, humanitarian personnel can
protect refugees by engaging in participatory pro-
cesses at all levels of management, from planning to
the implementation of assistance programmes. The
refugees will thus know their rights and their own
communities better. This process will also create a
feeling of mutual trust. As a result, aid personnel
will have greater and richer access to the refu-

gee population." (From Protect Refugees: Field guide for NGOs, jointly
published by the UNHCR and NGO partners, training material for the Reach
Out - Refugee Protection Training Project) /

e o — —————— o]

4 See Protection: An ALNAP Guide for Humanitarian Agencies for further guidance on the
relationship between humanitarian programming and the protection of affected people.

ll.13 €> Security of humanitarian personnel

Security risks can be a constraint on participatory proces-
ses, where access to the people affected by a crisis is limited
or security conditions do not allow time to be spent (espe-
cially at night) in villages or camps. Engaging with specific
groups can also affect perceptions of individual or agency
impartiality, thus making you and/or the people you work
with potential targets.

Security can also be a reason for using participatory tech-
nigues. The more a programme is seen as relevant and
inclusive, based on mutual respect and trust, the more those
who you seek to assist, and the structures with which you
work, will be concerned with your welfare, and act to warn
you when risks are heightened or threats are imminent.

In some circumstances, relationships built up with stake-
holder communities through participatory exercises may
also allow you to continue to provide assistance when
security deteriorates and certain areas become inaccessi-
ble to foreigners.

'; KEY

What risks might members of the affected population face if | QUESTIONS
1 they participate in humanitarian activities, and how can these | 2: Security
be mitigated or avoided? I and Protection

2 Can participation be used to reinforce the protection of
affected populations, and, if so, how?

3 What capacity and expertise is required to carry out
participatory activities that seek to reduce security and
protection risks?

4 How can participation increase or reduce the risks to the
safety and security of humanitarian field workers?

l1.4 € Access to crisis-affected people

Physical access
Access problems due to poor security, difficult geography
and harsh climatic conditions can restrict opportunities to
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engage directly with the affec-
ted population and to build the
relationship of trust that is
necessary for a participatory
approach. However, access
restrictions can also engender
opportunities to collaborate
with, or to delegate activities to,
members of the affected popu-
lation or structures that are part
of it.

Cultural access

‘Cultural access’ concerns the
difficulty that outsiders may
have in relating to a local com-
munity as a result of linguistic,
behavioural and other cultural
barriers. This is of particular
importance for expatriate personnel and international aid
organisations, but it is also relevant when national aid orga-
nisations come from a different area or social group than
the affected population. Differences in social background,
education, language and accent, for instance, can all serve
to create distance between aid workers and members of the
affected population.

It is essential, therefore, to work with one or more indi-
viduals who can not only act as translators, but also help
you to interpret various signs and build ‘cultural bridges’.

It is important to have a good intermediary within the
affected population who can assist in contacting key sta-
keholders and groups. This can be a colleague from the
particular social group, the representative of an appro-
priate aid organisation or a respected elder. Bear in mind,
though, that such intermediaries are often men or women
of high social status, and while they may think that they
can speak for the whole community, they may be unaware
of the particular needs, interests and skills of marginalised
groups within the community.

FacTors AFFECTING PARTICIPATION IN HUMANITARIAN RESPONSES

1 Does limited physical access affect the potential for participation
by the affected population? If so, how can this be overcome?

2 What are the potential cultural barriers between you and the
affected population, and how can they be overcome?

Who can you work with to build ‘cultural bridges'?

lL.15 € Politics and conflict dynamics

Participatory processes always involve multiple stakehol-
ders, and as such they run the risk of being taken over by
particular interest groups. In conflict situations the credi-
bility of local authorities may be questioned, or they may
themselves be parties to the conflict, making participatory
engagement problematic. Since exclusion and margi-
nalisation are likely to have been among the drivers for
conflict, it is critical that the “participation net” is cast as
wide as possible not only to ensure representative views
but also to demonstrate the inclusive nature of the pro-
cess. Being aware of local social and political dynamics
is the first step towards establishing the legitimacy of par-
ticipatory processes and limiting potential for the project
being manipulated by vested interests.

1 What are the key political dynamics and how will they affect
participation?

2 Who do you need to work with and what are the benefits and
risks of involving each stakeholder or stakeholder group?

3  What position does your agency take with regard to the
political and conflict dynamics?

4 Who would gain and who might lose from the various types of
participation?

'i KEY
| QUESTIONS
| 3: Access
| to affected

population

-; KEY
| QUESTIONS
| 4: Politics

| and Conflict

Dynamics
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ll.2 The ﬂﬂgcted gfsz r€1:|}n gllt;;lg::alisation and

pﬂp“'atiﬂn In every human population some

people are marginalised and as
a result are often ‘voiceless’ within their communities
and more vulnerable to crises. One of the risks of parti-
cipatory processes is that they will perpetuate this social
marginalisation by only working through established power
structures, or by further stigmatising marginalized people.

On the other hand, participatory processes can be desi-
gned to support and strengthen the capacity and status of
marginalised groups. Although both crises and subsequent
humanitarian responses will inevitably change social dyna-
mics, consciously trying to do so is a very delicate process
and needs careful management. There is some debate as
to whether humanitarian organisations should challenge
social dynamics, and whether they have the competence to
do this appropriately, so it is important to carefully consider
action taken to improve the status of marginalized people.

In identifying marginalised or ‘voiceless’ groups, it is
important to avoid basic, stereotyped or imported notions
of ethnicity, religion, class, gen-
der and generation, for example,
and to be sensitive to the local
dynamics, values and beliefs that
emerge in relation to exclusion
and social discrimination.

One of the basic principles of
effective participation is the
representation of affected popu-
lations and the creation of spaces
for participation. Working only
with existing leaders and orga-
nised groups can reinforce the
marginalisation of those who are
not represented in these orga-
nisations and those who are not
organised.

FacTors AFFECTING PARTICIPATION IN HUMANITARIAN RESPONSES

Working with standard categories such as ethnicity, reli-
gion, class, gender and age can mask other categories, such
as social or marital status, which may enhance or diminish
an individual's position within a particular group. This may
lead to less participation on the part of marginalised or less
powerful groups.

Crises can lead to a loss of social cohesion, notably when
communities are torn apart by conflict or separated by dis-
placement. When traditional or established social structures
break down, this can make collective action more difficult.
Aid agencies can help to rebuild social structures and they
can use this opportunity to try to encourage these to be
more inclusive.

Using participatory techniques is easier
with people who are used to participating in
decisions affecting their lives and where par-
ticipation is culturally acceptable. In some
cultures promoting participation can be percei-
ved as ‘forcing’ people to participate. In such
cases, a population may participate in the short
term but stop participating as soon as possible,
thus reducing project sustainability.

Disabled people are marginalised in almost
all societies and more people may become
disabled as a direct consequence of a natu-
ral disaster or conflict. People with the most
severe impairments, and particularly those that
affect mobility and communication, will often
be more marginalised than those with minor
impairments. People with one type of impairment may not
be able to represent those with different impairments - it
is important to recognise that ‘disabled people’ are not a
homogenous group.

The structures that supported disabled people and enabled
them to participate in their society and culture before the
crisis may have been destroyed (eg. specialised equipment
such as crutches, ramps, hearing aids, and specific servi-
ces including medical services). Similarly the structures
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that prevented them participating may have broken down
or been destroyed. This provides an opportunity to create
new structures that are more supportive of disabled people
and specifically designed to be inclusive both physically and
socially. Like most marginalised groups, the biggest barriers
which disabled people face are discriminatory attitudes.

Different people will be affected in different ways by a cri-
sis - some may have been particularly targeted, others may
have greater capacity to cope or more resources available
to them. Some people may have already taken the initia-
tive to help others or may be leading groups in some way.
Understanding these differences within a society is funda-
mental to effective participation.

The choice of intermediary between a humanitarian organi-
sation and the people directly affected by a crisis determines
the level of access it will have to the population. Transla-
tors and interpreters have enormous influence on how the
organisation is perceived and play a major role in building
relationships. Facilitators who manage relations with mem-
bers of the affected population, notably through assemblies,
focus groups or individuals play a key role in facilitating the
participation of ‘voiceless’ groups. More guidance on this
issue is given in Chapter 4: Communication Techniques.

" Which groups in the affected population are marginalised and
discriminated against and how?

2 How can participatory methods be designed and used to include
the most marginalized people?

3 Does the project risk exacerbating the marginalisation and
stigmatisation of certain groups? How can this be avoided?

4 What opportunities are there for reducing discrimination, and/
or empowering marginalised groups?

5 Do you consider that it is your agency's role to challenge the
local social and power structures? If so, what will this involve
in practice?

FacTors AFFECTING PARTICIPATION IN HUMANITARIAN RESPONSES

ll.2.2 €5 Culture and Social Organisation

It is important to take into account the
population’s beliefs, behaviour, language,
religion, history and other characteristics,
which may affect how it will engage in a
humanitarian response.

Whether the social structure is hierarchical
or egalitarian, or whether it is organised
around the nuclear family, the individual
or the clan, will influence your approach
to participation. The existence or absence
of existing local community-based or
non-governmental organisations will also
influence how you proceed and who you
engage with. Make sure you are aware
of underlying social and political dyna-
mics and the implications these will have for the selection
of participants. Make sure also that you communicate the
rationale for choices made, i.e. the process should incorpo-
rate a feedback loop to the participants.

1 How is participation conceived and understood within the
culture where you are working?

2 What characteristics of the culture and social system
affect how the population relates to participation?

3 How will these two issues affect the possibilities for
participation?

ll.23 €3 Impact of the crisis on the affected population

The impact of a crisis on a population will directly affect the
capacity of some individuals to participate in a humanitarian
response, or to initiate their own response. This will differ
depending on the population group involved. Depending on
people’s social position, wealth, economic activities and

KEY
QUESTIONS
6: Culture
and social
organisation
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geographic location, they have different vulnerabilities and
capacities.

Physical impact

People may be physically injured as a direct consequence of a
natural disaster or conflict, and in the initial phases will require
medical care and rehabilitation, which will exclude them from
participating. At a later stage special consideration will have
to be given to how participatory processes can be designed to
ensure they can take part - for example by ensuring that mee-
tings are held in accessible locations, by providing facilities to
aid mobility and communication and so on.

Psychological impact

The emotional and psychological impacts of conflict or natu-
ral disasters are profound, often triggering despair, loss
of confidence, and loss of one’s sense of dignity. Repeated
displacement and/or loss of assets, for example, can lead to
reluctance to invest resources, time and energy in projects.

Crises affect individuals in different ways. For some indi-
viduals, crises may be a rallying point for compassion and
action; for others a state of shock, or trauma may set in,
making it extremely difficult for them to take part in emer-
gency responses. Whilst reactions are highly individual,
crises and disasters are also experienced collectively. It is
possible to make some general points about normal reac-
tions to specific types of crisis.
People who have experienced
an earthquake are often very
concerned about staying inside
buildings, particularly  whilst
there are aftershocks; people
who have been physically attac-
ked in conflict may be very wary
of other people - particularly
strangers - and lose trust in
other members of their commu-
nity; women and girls who have
suffered sexual violence during
conflict situations may be par-

FacTors AFFECTING PARTICIPATION IN HUMANITARIAN RESPONSES

ticularly traumatised, due not just to the violence that they
have experienced, but also to the fact that cultural and social
mores may inhibit them from speaking about what has hap-
pened to them for fear of further victimisation from within
their own communities.

Individuals are more likely to participate in projects if they
have healed wounds from the past or overcome their trauma
and are able to project themselves into the future. This may
limit the initial participation of crisis-affected populations,
but a participatory process can help people face issues,
overcome their helplessness and encourage them to look to
the future.

How has the impact of the crisis affected people’s capacity to
1 engage in the humanitarian response? How are/have different
people been affected?

2 How can participation be tailored to suit what the affected
population wants and can do? How can the types of participation
be adapted to different groups and individuals?

3 What kind of support can be provided to facilitate the
participation of particular groups within affected populations?

Social breakdown

As a consequence of war or
other crises, social systems
can be fractured or signifi-
cantly altered, e.g. through
separation or displacement.
Traditional consultation and
dispute regulation mecha-
nisms can be damaged. The
loss of social cohesion can
make collective action more
difficult. But, participatory
action can provide an oppor-
tunity to re-construct social
ties or strengthen those that
have survived.

KEY
QUESTIONS
7: Physical and
psychological
impact
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ll.2.4 € Previous experience of humanitarian aid

People who have had previous dealings with aid organisa-
tions will engage differently from those who have not. A
certain dependency, passivity or disinterest may have deve-
loped, especially where there have been top-down relief
interventions. Past experiences may prejudice responses to
consultation exercises: the population may identify priorities
that it knows the organisation can provide and unfulfilled pro-
mises of the past are not easily forgotten.

Top-down, non-participatory processes are commonplace.
They are often perceived as peripheral - people do not base
their survival on such programmes, and may have been ‘let
down’ in the past. If this is the case, it will be necessary to
demonstrate commitment to these communities. Failure to
honour such commitments can have a dramatic effect on
social equilibrium and the security of aid actors. Once trust
has been undermined it can be very hard to rebuild.

In cases where participatory processes have been used, peo-
ple may feel more committed and place greater reliance on
promises made, and may expect aid organisations to work in
a participatory manner.

What previous experience has the population had of aid
1 organisations? How will this affect how they relate to aid
agencies?

Where trust has been undermined or people are passive, what
can be done to build trust and commitment between the aid
agency and the population?

3  What expectations exist and can you keep all the commitments
you have made in the medium and longer-term?

ll.25 €3 Location, displacement, and migration

The implementation of a participatory approach will be
affected by factors such as whether you are working with
people in an urban or rural context, whether they have
been displaced and whether they are nomadic or sedentary.

FacTors AFFECTING PARTICIPATION IN HUMANITARIAN RESPONSES

Below, we look at the issues of
location, displacement and migra-
tion in detail.

Location

Collective action can be more dif-
ficult in urban areas than in rural
areas, due to weakened social
cohesion. It may be more difficult to
access key individuals, groups and
networks, when they are spread out
over a large area. It is easy for ‘voi-
celess’ groups to remain unheard,
and for those who previously had a
voice to become voiceless.

Refugees and Internally
Displaced People®

Forced population displacement
can take various forms: one-off
mass displacement, recurring dis-
placement or gradual displacement
over prolonged periods. People may
have been displaced for years or they may have just been
displaced recently. They may have been taken in by a host
population, or they may have settled in camps. They can be
internally-displaced, or if they have crossed an international
border, they may be eligible for refugee status.

Some of the key factors to take into account in providing
assistance to displaced and refugee populations are:

e Population composition: Displaced populations are rarely
homogeneous. They are usually made up of groups of peo-
ple with different origins, languages, religions, knowledge
and skills. Communities and even families may have been
split up. One result of this is that forcibly displaced commu-
nities often include many single women and unaccompanied
children. Separated from their families and the support

5 Issues of Participation in Refugee settings are covered in greater depth in the Global Study Case
Study Monograph on Guinea.
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and protection they would have
provided, they can become margina-
lised and vulnerable. This can affect
social cohesion, and communica-
tion within the displaced population,
notably when living in camps. This
also means new forms of authority,
or social rules and organisation, may
emerge as communities adapt.

e The relationship between the local
population and refugees/displaced
people: while in some situations
the two populations share the same
origins, culture, language, and back-

ground (e.g. rural or urban), in other situations they may be
completely different. Furthermore, the presence of displa-
ced people often puts considerable pressure on the local
environment and economy, potentially leading to conflict
within or between communities. The arrival of large quan-
tities of aid has a significant impact on the local society
and economy. It is essential, therefore, to work with both
populations on the basis of both needs and fairness, and to
attempt to maintain good relations between them.

The legal and regulatory framework for managing Displa-
ced Persons camps: the legal framework that regulates
refugee status determines what participation mechanisms
are used, as does UNHCR policy. For example, while refu-
gees may select the individuals who represent them on
Refugee Committees, the structure and role of these com-
mittees is largely defined by UNHCR. These mechanisms
may exclude refugees who do not live in camps, refugee
associations outside official committees and traditional
organisational structures.

An ‘artificial environment’: Refugee or displacement camps
are artificial environments, where people are concentrated
into one area and activities largely revolve around emer-
gency relief operations and camp administration. This
facilitates access to populations, and provides opportu-
nities for participation in humanitarian projects, since

people’s engagement in other activities is limited. On the
other hand, given the importance of aid organisations in
the management of most basic services (provision of food,
health, sanitation, training programmes, etc.), the space
for participation can be defined by aid organisations rather
than populations.

e Phases of displacement and time: The nature of needs,
the types of programmes and opportunities for participa-
tion are very different depending on how long the refugees
or displaced persons have been in the camps. Things are
particularly difficult when what was originally meant to be
temporary displacement has become long-term or even
permanent. Whereas participatory projects can help sett-
led populations to plan for the long-term, people in camps
may be psychologically unwilling to commit to long-term
projects because of their desire to go home.

Pastoral and agro-pastoral populations

Many humanitarian programmes seek to assist pastoral
communities who are often affected by drought, political
marginalisation or by conflict over resources.

The following characteristics of pastoral populations are
likely to affect a participatory approach. While they repre-
sent potential constraints, they may also be considered as
reasons for engaging closely with such populations, since
managing these complex issues requires in-depth unders-
tanding of their situation and society.

e Migratory movements: while most humanitarian projects
are conceived for sedentary populations, pastoral popula-
tions are, by definition, nomadic. This can affect access or
regularity of contact with them. Understanding population
movements and their rationale is thus central to any parti-
cipatory approach.

e Nomadic lifestyles are generally organised around the
search for pasture and water. Activity patterns depend
a great deal on natural factors like rainfall and are thus
somewhat unpredictable. This means that projects which
aim to actively engage with pastoral populations must

w Keufﬂm.sh
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plan in flexibility and take these constraints into consi-
deration.

e Political marginalisation: in many (but not all) countries,
pastoral populations are marginalised, and participa-
tory approaches can therefore be perceived as having
political implications for both the population and the aid
organisation.

The level of participation that is possible can also be affected
by conflict between agriculturalists and pastoralists over the
use of land and water points.

Participation in humanitarian action requires detailed unders-
tanding and careful examination of the factors that can mould,
limit and support participation. These factors need to be ana-
lysed regularly as their influence can change over time as the
crisis develops.

In what way does the physical location of a population affect its
1 ability to participate? Are its members grouped, or are they spread
out over a large area?

If people have been displaced, what is their relationship to the
2 local population? Has hosting displaced people and/or refugees
created needs in the local population?

3 How can the local population be included as stakeholders in
the project?

How can you engage with nomadic people? How will you
4 adapt your way of working to take into account the nomadic
way of life?

"3 M ll3.1 €> Humanitarian Principles
ﬂrganisation The humanitarian principles of impartiality,

neutrality and independence are central
to the mandate and operations of most aid organizations.
While certain agencies’ mandates require them to remain
neutral (e.g. the International Committee of the Red Cross),

FacTors AFFECTING PARTICIPATION IN HUMANITARIAN RESPONSES

many aid organizations feel compelled to denounce vio-
lence and acts of injustice perpetuated against civilians.
Each agency will have its own position on this issue, which
should be respected.

e Impartiality requires that humanitarian organizations
make no distinction between people on the basis of gen-
der, nationality, race, ethnicity, religious belief, class or
political opinion. They endeavor to alleviate suffering,
according to peoples’ needs, giving priority to the most
urgent cases.

e Neutrality means not taking sides in political, social,
religious or any other conflict, whether that conflict is
violent or not. It means being sure that sympathy with, or
antipathy to, a particular cause does not influence how
the affected people are treated.

e Independence necessitates that humanitarian organiza-
tions maintain their autonomy so as to act in a manner
that is consistent with their principles and with the
terms of their mandate—and not according to any exter-
nal agenda.

One of the key difficulties of par-
ticipation in a complex emergency
is that it could compromise huma-
nitarian principles, or could be
perceived to do so by others, but
we should not dismiss participation
because people might misinterpret
our actions. We should integrate
these principals into every deci-
sion we make, including the choice
of partners and intermediaries; and
the type of participation we opt to
engage in.

When making these decisions, in
order to make a success of parti-
cipatory action, you need to have
good all round knowledge of the
political situation, all the stakehol-
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ders involved, the local culture
and social systems.

In some situations, especially in
areas of conflict, the population
itself will be very careful to be
seen as impartial by the warring
parties, and may be reluctant to
work with certain organisations,
if this entails risks to its own
security.

What are the risks that “participation” will compromise how
1 the organisation’s impartiality, neutrality or independence
will be perceived?

2 Whatstrategic choices can be made to protect humanitarian
principles whilst engaging with affected populations?

What can be done to ensure that the affected population and

3 other stakeholders trust your organisation and recognise its
commitment to humanitarian principles, so that they feel safe
working with you?

l13.2 € Organisational
mandate and policies

For certain organisations
beneficiary participation is
a fundamental component
of humanitarian action. For
others, it is less of a conside-
ration, with more emphasis
on speed of response and
respect for humanitarian
principles which they believe
may be compromised by par-
ticipation.

FacTors AFFECTING PARTICIPATION IN HUMANITARIAN RESPONSES

Some agencies will maintain long term involvement with the
affected population from the outset of an emergency, with a
commitment to consultation and participation.

Others see their role as an external relief actor, responding to
crisis situations when the need emerges and then withdrawing
as the needs reduce.

The organisational mandate does not so much determine
whether it adopts a participatory approach (few, if any, manda-
tes actually exclude participation), but how it does so. Clarifying
policy with regard to participation is therefore an important
step towards engaging with affected populations, who should
be given a clear idea of the nature, limits and rules of your
engagement and what to expect from it.

Do the organisational mandate and policies support and
1 promote participatory practices? If so, how and for what
purpose?

2 How does this influence the types of participatory approach
and processes that can be used?

ll33 €> Organisational mode of operation
and management

Organisational culture and expertise clearly influence the
type of programmes that are undertaken and how they are
implemented. Organisations with specific areas of exper-
tise may use technical standards and protocols designed
to facilitate rapid intervention and focus on specific sectors
using pre-established techniques. However, these tech-
nigues can often reduce project flexibility, making it very
difficult to integrate the concerns, capacities and initiatives
of the people directly affected by the crisis.

Top-down relief programmes can be entirely appropriate at
some stages of a crisis or disaster, but many relief orga-
nisations function in this ‘emergency’ mode even when
opportunities to involve the affected population do arise.
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When an agency has a clearly defined area of expertise
(such as health, agriculture or construction), there seems
to be less of a tendency to involve a community in project
design, even though the agency encourages participation
in other phases of the project. The fact that the agency has
skilled and experienced technical staff should not reduce
the possibility of the affected population being involved in
the design process.

Possible reasons for a lack of participation in project design
are:

o A lack of specific technical skills among the local popu-
lation

e The fear of ‘wasting time’ explaining technical problems
to ‘non-specialists’.

e The organisation has a pre-determined ‘kit" approach that
must be applied.

e The organisation intends to reproduce an experience that
was successful in another context.

Possible reasons for more participation in the later stages
are:

e The organisation has limited staff and requires assistance
to conduct the project.

e The local structure co-operating with the organisation is
a known entity that is trusted.

e The funds for the project are from a private source per-
mitting more flexibility.

There is likely to be a relationship between how ‘participa-
tory’ an organisation is in its field operations, and whether
it is ‘participatory’ in its own internal operations and mana-
gement systems. In hierarchical and centralised institutions
little decision-making power is delegated to lower levels,
in particular at the field level. This attitude can effectively
reduce the flexibility needed in participatory programmes.

1 How does the organisation’s mode of operation support or
inhibit opportunities for participation?

2 s the organisation willing to review some of its practices to
encourage the participation of affected people?

3 Are participatory principles applied within the organisation?

Expertise in communication techniques is essential for
people using participatory approaches, especially in
volatile and dangerous environments.

Maturity and experience are vital for dealing with the
demands and challenges associated with participation
(including maintaining credibility with local leaders).
Finding experienced aid workers is one of the main dif-
ficulties for organisations, especially people with both
participatory and technical expertise.

Age, gender and experience may affect the ability of a
person to approach particular groups, establish dialogue
with them or gain legitimacy. For example, in many socie-
ties, female staff are required to run programmes which
involve the participation of women. Many international
organisations recruit local staff to work on emergency
responses. Of course, who is recruited and how they
are treated are sensitive issues. Even though this is not
a form of participation, locally recruited personnel can
help to establish bridges of communication with popu-
lations and provide crucial insights for the organisation.
In this context it is very important to realise that local
staff are de facto a continuous channel of communica-
tion between the organisation and the local population.
Who is employed and how they are treated will contri-
bute to setting the tone of the relationship between the
organisation, local people and the affected population.
This relationship will also be affected by the behaviour
of local staff. They will therefore need to understand the
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organisation’s participation strategy and how they can
contribute to it.

The most successful examples of participation often result
from having the right person in the right place at the right
time. Using a participatory approach therefore involves
questioning the organisation’s human-resource manage-
ment at several levels.

e Work load

Aid workers in the field are often overworked, tired and
stressed, causing openness and accessibility to affected
populations or local partners to become more difficult.
Participation takes time. Reviewing job descriptions, revi-
sing team priorities, and adapting work plans are measures
that can help facilitate the interaction of team members
with people from the affected population.

e Training programmes and policies

Participation is not about applying participatory tools and
techniques in a mechanical way. It generally requires spe-
cific training in communication techniques, management
of groups and meetings, and a capacity to adapt techni-
ques to various circumstances.

An effective way of promoting the application of partici-
patory techniques would be to establish a training policy
at various staff levels (HQ, project managers, field staff,
etc). It is also important to institutionalise the use of par-
ticipatory approaches by supporting and rewarding them
internally.

This should include investment in participation techniques
and tools, the planning of training sessions and supporting
ways to exchange and learn from existing experiences.

To promote beneficiary participation in projects, a facili-
tator or organiser should have strong interpersonal and
communication skills and a full understanding of project
aims, objectives and strategies.

Existing training courses rarely include participation as an
approach, but sometimes include tools that can be used

FacTors AFFECTING PARTICIPATION IN HUMANITARIAN RESPONSES

in a participatory way (such as
problem and solution trees or sta-
keholder analysis). Guidance on
participation should be introduced
to existing courses to promote
participation in the field.

e Contract length and delegation
of responsibilities to national staff

Meaningful participatory proces-
ses are always founded on a level
of trust that depends heavily on
continuity - having the same people from the organisation
and the population working together over a certain period
of time. However, aid operations are often affected by high
staff turnover, especially of expatriate staff.

Aid organisations may wish to explore ways to retain both
national and expatriate staff in the field for longer periods.
International organisations may also assess how to give
greater responsibility to national colleagues who can pro-
vide continuity in the humanitarian operation.

1 What team profile is necessary to support and carry out
participatory processes?

2 s it possible to recruit staff with the right attitude, skills and
experience?

3 Is the organisation prepared to provide adequate training in
participatory processes?

Is it prepared to employ expatriate personnel for humanitarian

4 operations on longer contracts? Is it willing and able to
delegate responsibilities to local people, and what steps does
it take towards this?
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ll35 €3 Financial resources and donor policies

If the humanitarian response is dependent on resources
from an institutional donor, this may reduce the amount
of flexibility the agency has to implement a participatory
approach.

Many donors support or even request participation, at
least in their policy statements. However, they often
impose factors such as timeframes, budgets and regions
of intervention. Such constraints reduce an aid agency's
room for manoeuvre, particularly when there is competi-
tion between aid organisations and time is limited. Donors
themselves are often under pressure from the general
public and the media to get visible results in a short space
of time.

Aid workers repeatedly describe short term projects (e.g.
3 to 6 months, or even 1 year) as a considerable obstacle
to participation. Although aid organisations can approach
several donors to ensure continuity between projects,
this can be very time-consuming. Donors who claim to
support participation could also contribute to exploring
ways of alleviating these time and administrative proce-
dures.

Some donors are reluctant to support participation,
because of the potential risks and delays it can cause.
They restrict the amount of par-
ticipation that can take place by
insisting that international orga-
nisations oversee projects from
start to finish, or refusing to allow
the delegation of activities to local
actors. But there is always a ‘win-
dow’ for negotiation. The key to
successful negotiation is the ability
to state the case for participation,
based on sound knowledge of the
situation, rather than ideology.

FacTors AFFECTING PARTICIPATION IN HUMANITARIAN RESPONSES

1 Which donors support and promote participation (through
their mandate, policies and procedures)?

3 How do the policies and procedures of donors influence the type
of participation envisaged and the choice of stakeholders that the

-
|
|
|
|
: 2  With those who do not, what room is there for negotiation?
|
|
|
: organisation can work with?

[

l13.6 > Lo-ordination with other organisations

The actions of one organisation will have an impact on
what other organisations want or are able to do in the same
context.

It is therefore extremely important to be aware of what other
organisations are doing, to communicate about one’s own
activities, and to take every opportunity to exchange infor-
mation and co-ordinate activities.

Often different aid organisations, each with expertise in a
specific technical area, will be working with the same popu-
lation. By coordinating their assessments and activities, they
will not only gain a greater collective understanding of the
situation, they will also reduce the amount of time spent in
participatory meetings and exercises.

Although inter-organisation co-ordination mechanisms often
focus on what kind of aid is provided and where, it is also
vital to decide how it is done. For example, it may be difficult
for an organisation to establish a working relationship with a
community when another organisation is already offering the
same assistance, but using a different approach.

In many humanitarian situations, coordination mechanisms
and meetings tend to be dominated by international aid orga-
nisations, often excluding national aid organisations and/or
structures formed by affected populations. It is essential
that the local stakeholders are involved in coordination and
their participation can be the key to creating bridges between
international aid organisations and the affected people.
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