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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

This report presents synthesis findings from four case studies developed under the Collective Resolution 

to Enhance Accountability and Transparency in Emergencies (CREATE) initiative, led by Transparency 

International (TI). The objective of the studies was to produce an evidence base concerning the risks on 

aid integrity, in particular corruption risks, as well as prevention and mitigation measures, in relation to the 

implementation of humanitarian assistance in four complex operational settings: Afghanistan, the 

response to Ebola in Guinea, southern Somalia, and operations to assist Syrian refugees in Lebanon. 

The research consisted of over 500 key-informant interviews and community consultations. These 

included consultations with a large number and diverse range of international and local aid organisations, 

donor governments, government actors and private sector representatives, as well as outside experts 

working on corruption issues. The focus of the research was on the supply chain and service delivery 

within a few key sectors, including food, shelter, health and protection, as well as cash as a delivery 

mechanism. The research took place in the capitals of each context as well as in remote provinces and 

districts. In addition to the interviews and consultations, the report draws on additional materials including 

an unpublished background report produced for the project.1  In each country, the research team was 

supported by a stakeholder group consisting of key actors within the humanitarian community working in 

that context, as well as a global advisory group consisting of experts in the field. The global advisory group 

reviewed and provided feedback on each case study as well as on this synthesis report. 

Considerable research suggests that corruption is deeply entrenched in the economy and systems of 

governance in these four complex operational settings. In the 2016 TI Corruption Perceptions Index, 

Somalia ranks last with a score of 10/100, Afghanistan is 15/100, Guinea is 27/100, and Lebanon had 

dropped to 28/100.2 In each context, corruption is exacerbated by the limited reach or effectiveness of the 

state, and humanitarian aid is inevitably affected, as are other areas of international engagement such as 

the development and security sectors.  

This report found that corruption risks exist across the programme cycle of humanitarian aid with slightly 

different emphasis depending on the context, nature of the response and the type of actors involved. 

Where access is constrained due to high levels of insecurity (Afghanistan and southern Somalia) there 

are a range of specific risks such as in the process of negotiating conditions for access, identifying local 

partners, and the selection and targeting of aid recipients. Other more common risks shared between all 

contexts include the area of procurement, especially in the awarding and pricing of contracts, and in human 

resources, particularly nepotism and cronyism in recruitment and staff management and retention. In the 

areas of monitoring, evaluation, accountability and learning, and consistent across all contexts, there were 

challenges in engaging affected population perspectives which impact the type of information an 

organisation might receive on the quality of programmes and relatedly the risks of corruption, including 

gate-keeping, favouritism and other forms of abuse.  

Corruption risks and practices are not specific to a particular type of organisation (i.e. UN agency or 

national NGO) and contrary to ongoing perception, humanitarian resources are not only manipulated by 

governmental actors and national NGOs, but also as a result of the practices of international agencies. 

There are, however, severe capacity constraints on the part of national NGOs in implementing the required 

policy and programme requirements established by international partners and much greater investment 

in partnerships is needed, including to manage financial, operational and security risks.  

 
1 Radon et al., 2016 
2 http://www.transparency.org/news/feature/corruption_perceptions_index_2016  

http://www.transparency.org/news/feature/corruption_perceptions_index_2016
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Corruption risks are perceived as high in the main sectors studied, and evident in differing programming 

modalities but the risks differ between sectors, meaning that mitigation measures must differ in response. 

In-kind assistance in southern Somalia and Afghanistan, which has to be transported over long distances 

through areas controlled by different parties to the conflict, is prone to taxation and diversion. Service 

sectors such as health, WASH and shelter are at risk in different ways, requiring, for example, careful 

management of quality and stock availability in the health sector, or in the private delivery of public services 

such as water. Corruption risks increase when managing larger-scale operations in these settings, 

especially those involving multiple sub-contracting arrangements. The use of cash as a delivery 

mechanism through electronic transfer reduces risks on the supply chain side, but risks remain in post-

distribution, including the taxation of beneficiaries.  

The study found a variety of good practices to reduce corruption risks, primarily being utilised within an 

organisation rather than as a collective inter-agency approach. These involve the active implementation 

of anti-corruption and/or aid integrity policies, including a supportive leadership that encourages a dialogue 

on corruption experience and risks; corruption risk mapping as part of broader risk assessments, and 

analyses of operating contexts including the political economy of aid (still rarely undertaken); supporting 

integrity initiatives with partner organisations; staff training initiatives; communication and transparency of 

assistance efforts to local populations and the use of accountability officers. In the area of programme 

support it includes separating responsibilities (e.g., for human resources, finance, logistics, procurement 

decisions), using committees and thresholds for procurement, and open, competitive tendering. In the 

area of human resources, it includes utilising integrity criteria for recruitment purposes, conducting 

thorough and verified reference checks, and employing staff from diverse backgrounds.  

While these are commendable and important initiatives to reduce corruption risks and improve aid 

integrity, there is also a need to re-double prevention and mitigation efforts. In particular, there is a need 

for a collective, strategic effort to bring about change, and for more open and frank discussions at global 

and country levels on corruption risks. This has been called for in previous studies on the topic, but the 

incentives for creating a óculture of opennessô remains challenging.3  This is partly due to the limited 

political appetite in some donor countries for acknowledging corruption risk. There is, however, an 

increased importance placed on aid transparency generally, and in disaster-affected countries the demand 

for increased aid integrity, particularly from civil society, is creating important momentum. This report 

hopes to contribute to these efforts. Creating greater transparency on corruption risks is not simply a case 

of increasing the number of voices calling out poor practice or more organisations signing up to ózero 

toleranceô policies, or indeed more administrative controls. These alone are not capable of mitigating 

corruption and there is some evidence to suggest they can serve to reduce the amount of information-

sharing on complex situations.  Strategically tackling aid integrity in highly complex operational settings 

involves the need for a more honest and evidence-based discussion, including more structured 

approaches to risk management with a view to accepting residual risks where needs are high and access 

is limited.  

This study comes at a particularly important time when commitments made during the World Humanitarian 

Summit, and the related Grand Bargain, are calling for more cost-effectiveness, simplified reporting, more 

resources to be transferred to national and local organisations, as well as increased engagement with 

development activities. The more efficient use of resources, diversified actors and mechanisms for 

disbursement provide opportunities to increase assistance particularly to populations in hard-to-reach 

areas. These reforms should not however be undertaken without increased investment in analysing and 

acknowledging the risks on aid integrity, including the need for increased investment in the partners 

bearing the lionôs share of those risks in these settings, as well as a more honest and transparent 

conversation on the subject of corruption risks at global and country levels.  

The authors of this report recognise that there is a real tension between highlighting corruption risks while 

at the same time ensuring that a commitment remains to prioritise aid to highly vulnerable populations in 

 
3 see for example, Maxwell, 2008 
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these complex operational settings. Similar to the individual case study reports, this synthesis report does 

not intend to present findings that result in a decrease of funding levels, but rather to identify critical issues 

and stimulate further improvements across the sector in order that scarce resources are used for their 

intended purpose. This includes identifying the role that incentives might play ï for donors, aid agency 

management and staff ï in identifying, reporting and managing corruption on a more collective basis, as 

well as accepting that some risks will always remain. The recommendations outlined at the end of this 

report are intended to support such a process so that ultimately there is an increased effort to protect the 

integrity of humanitarian action in order to ensure it reaches those most in need.  
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1. INTRODUCTION  

1.1. BACKGROUND 

In response to evidence that a range of stakeholders involved in humanitarian aid are exposed to a 

multitude of integrity risks, Transparency International commissioned a study on corruption risks, existing 

mitigation measures and gaps and possible policy improvements in four large and complex humanitarian 

contexts: Afghanistan, the response to Ebola in Guinea, southern Somalia and operations to assist Syrian 

refugees in Lebanon.  

In the framework of the Collective Resolution to Enhance Accountability and Transparency in Emergencies 

(CREATE) project funded by the European Commission Directorate-General for European Civil Protection 

and Humanitarian Operations (ECHO), Transparency International (TI) partnered with Humanitarian 

Outcomes (HO) and Groupe Urgence, Réhabilitation, Développement (Groupe URD) to conduct the four 

cases studies. Humanitarian Outcomes conducted the cases studies in Afghanistan and southern 

Somalia, and Groupe URD in Guinea and Lebanon. The Humanitarian Outcomes team also worked with 

local research partner organisations in Somalia (Hikmah) and Afghanistan (Peace and Training Research 

Organisation).  

The goal of the research was to produce, for the purpose of humanitarian stakeholder engagement, an 

evidence-based case study concerning corruption risks and preventive and mitigation measures in relation 

to the implementation of humanitarian assistance in these four contexts. The study defines corruption as 

óthe abuse of entrusted power for private gainô4 and integrity as óbehaviours and actions consistent with a 

set of moral or ethical principles and standards, embraced by individuals as well as institutions, that create 

a barrier to corruptionô.5 

The objective of this report is to provide an overview analysis of the risks of corruption in delivering 

humanitarian assistance in the four complex emergency environments and to highlight policies, tools, and 

initiatives identified as mitigation measures. The report also provides a set of recommendations to improve 

the integrity of humanitarian operations.  

In each of the four contexts the research had the following objectives:  

¶ Identify how humanitarian stakeholders perceive corruption risks and the risk on aid integrity 
within humanitarian assistance;  

¶ Highlight the preventive/mitigation measures, tools and good practices implemented by 
humanitarian actors to ensure integrity in their operations; 

¶ Provide actionable recommendations to humanitarian actors to enhance the integrity of the 
response in future similar crises. 

1.2. METHODOLOGY 

The methodology used for the preparation of this synthesis report draws on classical tools for comparative 

analysis, including comparing contexts to identify similarities and differences in the key factors affecting 

the issues studied, identification of a common framework to organise the comparison of the key issues, 

and elaboration of recommendations for a global audience. In developing the comparative analysis, the 

respective research teams reviewed the conclusions from the four case studies over a two-day workshop 

 
4 This includes financial corruption such as fraud, bribery, extortion and kickbacks, as well as non-financial forms of 
corruption, such as the manipulation or diversion of humanitarian assistance; the allocation of relief resources in exchange 
for sexual favours; and preferential treatment in assistance or hiring for family members or friends (nepotism and cronyism).  
5 TI Anti-Corruption Plain Language Guide, 2009. 
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and subsequently undertook a joint drafting of the synthesis findings. Given that the four-contexts differ 

quite substantially in terms of type of crisis and nature of interventions ï and yet corruption risks and 

mitigation measures are quite comparable ï it is reasonable to assume the findings can be generalised to 

other complex operational settings.  

Conducting research on corruption is difficult and highly sensitive. For the individual case studies, to 

manage the sensitivities, and consistent with Transparency Internationalôs approach in researching 

corruption issues, the research teams focused on a qualitative approach to generating the evidence, 

including a review of relevant literature, interviews with aid actors and consultations with affected 

populations. It is not a quantitative exercise and makes no claims about the proportion of corruption, nor 

does it attempt to estimate the overall percentage losses due to corruption within the humanitarian sector. 

The case studies were also not an investigation of any individual agency or group of agenciesô practices 

and the teams did not investigate any specific claim of corrupt practice. This should not, however, dilute 

the very real and serious concerns raised by aid actors and the local communities regarding corruption in 

the humanitarian system. 

A detailed methdology for the individual case studies can be found in those country reports. The following 

is a broad overview of the common approach used in each: 

¶ An in-depth literature review on the wider governance and legislative environments for humanitarian 
aid in each context was undertaken by the Columbia University School of International and Public 
Affairs.6  

¶ TI hosted a series of research planning meetings with the research teams and technical TI experts 
to prepare the field work and to discuss emerging findings. This also involved developing common 
instruments for field work, including interview guides for various stakeholders. 

¶ Over 500 key-informant interviews with aid actors and consultations with affected populations were 
held. All interviews were conducted based on anonymity, and a ósnowballingô approach was utilised 
in order to gain the trust of interviewees by requesting referrals to other possible willing participants. 
The research teams also attempted to have a gender balance among interviewees and had female 
field researchers to reach female members of the affected communities where possible. The 
respondent categories were government officials, donors, national and international NGO 
representatives, UN staff, humanitarian aid recipients and other key informants (see Table 1 below). 

¶ In each context, the research was supported by national stakeholder groups comprised of national 
institutions, donors, UN agencies, and NGOs. This support included meetings with the research 
teams at the inception of the research and to discuss its results, as well as reviewing and 
commenting on the case study report. Members of the stakeholder groups also hosted 
presentations of the report to the wider aid community within each country, where possible. 
Additional opportunities to engage the stakeholder groups were also sought where necessary. For 
the southern Somalia case study, several workshops took place in Nairobi during the research 
process to ensure a depth of dialogue on the emerging key findings. For the Lebanon case study, 
several additional discussions were held between some stakeholders and the research team to 
clarify evidence.  

¶ In addition to the work of the national stakeholder groups in the four targeted countries, a global 
stakeholder group supported the overall process and commented each country-level report before 
their finalisation, as well as this report.  

 

 

 

 

 
6 Radon et al, 2016 
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Table 1: Total number of interviews broken down by country and type of actor 

        

 

southern 

Somalia 
Afghanistan Guinea (Ebola) Lebanon 

UN 23 10 2 15 

Government: national 
and local institutions 

9 10 33 6 

INGO & IO 34 11 29 24 

NNGO 11 16 1 18 

Donor government 4 3 8 4 

Other experts / key 
informants, including 
private sector 

15 6  8 

Focus groups / local 
communities 

27 73 16 90 

Total 123 129 89 165 

 

1.3. CHALLENGES AND CONSTRAINTS 

There were a number of  challenges encountered in conducting the study, including those relating to 

differing conceptual understanding of corruption risks, access to information and locations for 

consultations, and the openeness of some respondents to discuss corruption risks.  

1.3.1 Conceptual issues  

Integrity and corruption can be understood very differently depending on the context, the socio-cultural 

characteristics of societies and the type of actors (See Section 2.1.3. for a more detailed discussion of this 

issue).  Due to this variety of understanding of the concepts, there was a tendency in the case studies for 

interviewees to see some forms 1of corruption tolerable, and even acceptable, particularly those related 

to patronage and nepotism as well as some forms of redistribution of resources.  

In Afghanistan, and to some extent with certain interviewees in other contexts, there was a level of denial 

regarding corruption within aid organisations, particularly among the staff of local NGOs. In these cases, 

respondents were likely concerned that any admission of corruption could damage the reputation of the 

organisation or, especially for those with lower positons, their own job security. Possibly a different 

approach to the research (e.g. different interview questions or methods or longer timeframes) could have 

elicited more candid replies. Reductions in overall aid flows in some contexts may also have contributed 

to a general reluctance to overly criticise the humanitarian response in some contexts. 

1.3.2. Access to respondents and geographical areas 

There were a range of challenges related to accessing particular stakeholders or specific geographic 

areas, including:  

In the Afghanistan and southern Somalia case studies, it was difficult to engage representatives from 

central government, so provincial and district authorities were relied upon for government perspectives.  
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In southern Somalia, there were some challenges in accessing certain locations due to security risks which 

were then managed through phone interviews.   

The Guinea case posed challenges with institutional memory as many relevant international stakeholders 

had departed the country at the time of the study. To strengthen the Guinea study, including permitting 

comparison with other affected countries, the team included Sierra Leone as part of the analysis. 

While the response to the Syrian refugee crisis in Lebanon and southern Somalia are characterised by 

the presence of numerous non-traditional actors, including from the Gulf Countries, these were not 

included in the field research given their low participation in humanitarian coordination systems. In 

addition, in Lebanon, the response to the Palestinian refugee situation, led by UNRWA, was excluded 

given its very specific characteristics. It was also decided that the study would not look at cross-border 

humanitarian operations into Syria as these activities presented a different set of integrity risks than those 

focused on within that case study, and some of which were captured in the southern Somalia case study 

which also addressed remote management issues.  

 

1.4. STRUCTURE OF THE REPORT 

The report is divided into seven sections. Section 1 provides an introduction and outlines the research 

methodology, as well as the constraints in the research. Section 2 examines the key background factors 

to corruption and the aid system and compares the four contexts. Sections 3 and 4 present a detailed 

summary of the findings, including a summary of the main corruption risks and the prevention and 

mitigation measures across the four case studies to facilitate cross-country learning. Section 5 analyses 

the role of donor governments including the global policy environment and specific country dynamics. 

Section 6 concludes the report and is followed by a series of targeted recommendations for humanitarian 

stakeholders. 
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2. COMPARING THE CONTEXTS 

Comparing the challenges that humanitarian aid actors face in very different environments implies a 

thorough understanding of the context, and a comparison that allows for proper understanding of their 

similarities and differences in relation to risks on aid integrity. Comparing elements such as the political 

system, regulatory laws and framework (or absence of those), access and security, volume of aid 

resources, humanitarian aid coordination mechanisms in place, and acute versus protracted nature of the 

crisis is critical in understanding some of the root causes of corruption and how it impacts the humanitarian 

sector.  

2.1. COMPARING THE CONTEXTS OF THE FOUR 
COUNTRIES 

2.1.1. Crisis dynamics 

The study selected four large and complex humanitarian contexts suffering differing types of crises, 

including protracted conflicts in Afghanistan and Somalia, the sudden onset Ebola crisis in Guinea, and 

the refugee response in Lebanon.  This section reviews the crisis dynamics in each of the four settings.  

Afghanistan and southern Somalia have been a permanent feature of international humanitarian response 

over the last 30 years. The crisis in southern Somalia was born in the coup against Siad Barre in 1991 

and is enshrined in a set of clan divisions, competition over territories, political confrontation over the 

control of the central government, weak reach of the state beyond Mogadishu and a strong counter- 

militant authority, in the form of Al Shabaab, controlling large parts of southern Somalia. The crisis in 

Afghanistan can be traced back to 1979 in the middle of the Cold War. While the post 2001 international 

military intervention created hope that Afghanistan would finally enter into peace and reconstruction, the 

reality is quite different. Over fifteen years after the international intervention, the country is deeply 

fragmented, the central government has limited control, and various armed groups have increasing control 

in whole or part of a large number of provinces. Both protracted crises are defined by the weak reach of 

the state and ongoing conflict; they have gone through peaks and remission periods and are today in a 

period of significant, rising crisis.  

The two other crises are of very different nature and dynamics. The Ebola crisis, resulting from the sudden, 

dangerous and rapidly out of control Ebola Haemorrhagic Fever (EHF), followed the classical curve of an 

epidemic, passing through a peak, a period of remission, and a regular series of small outbreaks. Because 

of the epidemiological risks involved, in particular those related to cross-border and transcontinental 

contamination, and after a first phase of limited and uncoordinated response, the Ebola crisis attracted 

significant political attention, albeit far later than it should have. The refugee crisis in Lebanon is also of a 

very specific nature. Taking place in a middle-income country, it is the result of the spill over of the war in 

Syria. Lebanon is currently hosting a quarter of its own population in the form of Syrian refugees, on a 

very small territory and this affects not only the life of the Lebanese population but also the complex and 

fragile political equilibrium of the country. The crisis is intertwined with the future scenarios for Syria, given 

the role that some of the Lebanese political groups, such as Hezbollah, play in the war. 

2.1.2. Governance and legislative environment 

The type of governance and the existence of legal frameworks on integrity and corruption are important 

factors in determining risk analyses for humanitarian actors. 

Despite the existence of the Mogadishu-bunkered Transitional Federal Government (TFG) and the claim 

by Al Shabaab that they administer the territories under their control, there is essentially no functioning 
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state structure in southern Somalia. Whatever system is in place to represent local authority, it is largely 

controlled by strong clans and by military groups under these clans or under Al Shabaab. Most of the legal 

issues are settled either by the Xeer (local law) or by Sharia law. However, neither of these legal 

mechanisms are regularly applied, and they are also overlapping and contradictory. Thus their 

effectiveness in mitigating corruption or providing any means of protection and accountability is limited 

and contributes to a culture of impunity.7 An anti-corruption framework created by the TFG with support 

from the international community has not yet been implemented, and other measures to achieve greater 

transparency and accountability ï such as the establishment of an anti-corruption commission ï have not 

been taken forward. In the humanitarian arena, a lack of legal parameters for receiving emergency 

international assistance poses considerable difficulties for humanitarian agencies both legally and 

practically. The legal basis for a myriad of basic operational decisions such as registration, work permits 

and movement of goods are not properly documented, and can often be determined by officials on an ad 

hoc basis, unrelated to any formal legislation or policy. This makes it challenging to determine the 

boundary between legitimate payments and taxes as compared to bribery and extortion. 

By comparison, Afghanistan has seen 

years of investment in state-building and 

more recently centrally-driven anti-

corruption mechanisms. The prevalence of 

corruption in Afghanistan is not due to the 

lack of legal systems and institutions, but 

to a lack of enforcement. This includes the 

limited tracking and prosecution of 

corruption cases by the relevant 

authorities, due to a lack of inter-agency 

cooperation and case management 

resources, as well as a lack of political will 

and overriding negative political influence.8 

In addition, the heavy concentration of 

formal power in the central government in 

Kabul is challenged by the weight of the 

provincial and decentralised structures, 

where the majority of aid activities occur 

under the control of officials who have 

more discretionary power and less 

oversight.9 

Similarly, in the case of Lebanon the existing legislative mechanisms supposed to curb corruption are 

insufficiently effective. The administration functioned despite the absence of a president for a number of 

years, although this changed recently with the nomination of a new government. It is also a highly fragile 

context where the governmental system has been weakened by years of international and national 

turbulence, sectarian fragmentation, and the significant presence of armed groups in the country. The 

extended duration of the Syrian refugee crisis and the initial disconnection between the international 

response and the local context all contributed to making this humanitarian response more complicated in 

terms of protecting aid integrity.  In addition, the dynamic import-export and banking sectors and the private 

and state service delivery modalities have created a system highly susceptible to corruption and 

mismanagement of resources in a context where key stakeholders are often from the same socio-

economic elites and frequently have family or confessional ties.  

Guinea suffers from a negative reputation with regard to corruption due to years of dictatorship and poor 

governance, partly fed by mineral extraction. Over the course of the Ebola crisis response, there was 

 
7 Radon et al., 2016: 13, 48 
8 Radon et al., 2016 
9 For a discussion on the general risks of decentralisation and corruption, see ñCorruption and Local Governmentò TI 
Working paper, 2009. 
www.transparency.org/whatwedo/publication/working_paper_05_2009_corruption_and_local_government  

http://www.transparency.org/whatwedo/publication/working_paper_05_2009_corruption_and_local_government
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significant improvement in governance and a timid rise of anti-corruption regulations, promoted by a 

relatively stronger government, which slowly but steadily became increasingly involved in the response to 

Ebola. Yet in the absence of a national Court of Auditors or oversight system (created since), the Head of 

Stateôs determination to ensure proper ex post control on national and international expenditures was not 

effective; a situation significantly different from Sierra Leone where the national audit body issued strong 

statements on unaccounted funds. 

2.1.3. Definitions and cultural interpretations of corruption and integrity 

There is no universal definition of corruption. At the international level, some donor governments and aid 

organisations define corruption quite narrowly, particularly related to financial corruption such as illegal 

taxation and fraud. In comparison, the TI definition is intentionally wide and also includes non-financial 

forms of corruption, such as the manipulation or diversion of humanitarian assistance; the allocation of 

relief resources in exchange for sexual favours; and preferential treatment in assistance or hiring for family 

members or friends (nepotism and cronyism).10  

Likewise, at country-level each society has its own interpretation and level of acceptance of what 

corruption and integrity are and what is considered an óabuse of powerô. In some contexts, such as 

southern Somalia, the sharing or diverting of aid resources as a livelihood mechanism or even more as a 

component of a social strategy is seen as part of the social construct and of power dynamics in that 

society. The power of the clan and the power of the ógatekeepersô are largely linked to their capacity to 

obtain, legally or not, resources they can redistribute to their kin.  In this sense, corruption in the aid system 

might be seen positively if it facilitates access to resources for óa greater goodô of the social system. The 

challenge however is that those systems are not inclusive and therefore benefits are often unequally 

shared and many marginalised groups do not benefit at all.  

In Afghanistan and Guinea, there is a well-established culture of patronage, nepotism and cronyism. For 

many, including the extremely disenfranchised population, it is seen as part of daily life (you have to pay 

to get something), and despite the anti-corruption discourse from the highest levels of government, there 

has been limited change. Corruption is present in so many layers of the functioning of these two countries 

that, although it is widely perceived to be unjust, it is to some degree accepted as a way of doing business.  

In Lebanon, corruption amongst the elite is partly linked to political and religious allegiances, and nepotism 

(Wasta) is largely accepted as a social mechanism for power expansion. 

This study and previous research has found that irrespective of cultural perspectives, the evidence  

consistently demonstrates that those most marginalised are also most impacted by the negative effects of 

all forms (financial and non-financial) of corruption; and therefore irrespective of what is seen as legitimate 

behaviour, even culturally-acceptable forms of corruption, including re-distribution of assistance, should 

be thoroughly examined with a view that it potentially has negative impacts on the poorest members of 

society.11  

2.2. COMPARING AID DYNAMICS IN THE FOUR COUNTRIES 

2.2.1. Financial resources 

In three out of the four case studies, there are three donors - USAID, ECHO and DFID - along with a few 

others such as the Nordic countries that make up the bulk of the traditional humanitarian funding. In 

addition, the Ebola crisis in Guinea received significant resources from the World Bank, the UNôs Central 

Emergency Response Fund (CERF) and the French government. Strengthening legitimacy for the host 

government, limiting the spread of terrorism, preventing cross-continental progression of a disease or 

limiting refugee flows are some key parameters of the political interest of the key donors. In three of the 

four case studies, counter-terrorist legislation has the effect of limiting access to certain areas of each 

 
10 TI, 2014 
11 Maxwell, et al 2008 
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country, local actors and thus to affected populations. Therefore, impartial aid allocation is highly 

challenging, if not sometimes impossible, in some of the studied contexts.12 In addition, the same donors 

have indicated in their policy and sometimes demonstrated in their practices a very low tolerance for 

fiduciary risks, resulting in reluctance on the part of aid organisations to work in certain areas.  

The flow of humanitarian aid resources varies significantly between the four contexts. For southern 

Somalia, it is largely made of two different approaches: one financing resilience and responding to the 

effects of the protracted conflict, and one responding to acute crises when they occur. In Afghanistan, 

humanitarian funding is piecemeal and generally perceived to be on the decline. Ebola funding was short 

term, to respond to the outbreak, and has slowly moved to a more developmental approach oriented 

towards the strengthening of the public health services and their capacity to cope with possible upsurge 

of the killer epidemics. In Lebanon humanitarian and development donors came together to address the 

fact that the humanitarian budget would not support the protracted nature of the emergency, affecting in 

parallel both Syrian refugees and Lebanese host communities and, above all, the stability of the country. 

Thus the humanitarian-development nexus took a very specific form with two parallel streams, each of 

them with its own risks and anti-corruption mechanisms. The trend to use cash transfer modalities, 

especially electronic transfers, and to scale it up as much as possible is a positive adaptation to a middle-

income country such as Lebanon and to contexts where trade and cash-based economies and mobile 

phone networks are well functioning. 

In Lebanon and southern Somalia, the discussion on aid integrity and anti-corruption is made more 

complex as some non-classical donors, in particular from the Gulf (Islamic charities, but also some bilateral 

donors with less constraining administrative and control processes), place less emphasis on upwards 

accountability mechanisms of aid and are concerned with issues such as timeliness but not necessarily 

with all elements of accountability to local populations; this makes the establishment of a donor-driven 

approach to integrity and corruption more complicated, at least in the dialogue with local stakeholders who 

observe the existence of ódifferent standardsô. 

2.2.2. Aid architecture and coordination  

Risks on integrity and the capacity to manage those risks are not only determined by the context, they 

also depend on the aid architecture and the approaches to coordination. Poorly coordinated aid results in 

increased risk of duplication or manipulation of assessment areas. It also means there is a less collective 

understanding of the potential risks of corruption and makes it harder to act upon them. And common to 

all contexts is the fact that the overall design of international humanitarian aid architecture, largely based 

on the UN-led clusters, makes it harder for a range of stakeholders, including local communities, to hold 

the system to account. There is a multiplicity of organisations involved with different mandates and 

capacities and it is designed in a way that prioritises information and reporting being pushed upwards to 

donor agencies and governments, not to those affected at local levels.  

In Afghanistan and Somalia, the architecture of humanitarian aid is relatively well-developed based on 

significant levels of humanitarian aid being channelled to these countries for decades, although the 

Somalia context is more complex due to the fractured nature of the communities straddling two countries, 

with most internationals and considerable decision-making mechanisms based in Kenya. In both 

countries, the well-established internationally-led coordination mechanisms often function without host 

state involvement, particularly at central levels. By contrast, in the Ebola response in Guinea, national 

institutions were strongly involved and the overall coordination was relatively effective and contributed to 

the creation of long-term coordination capacities. In addition, the Ebola crisis resulted in very specific aid 

architecture, where a specialised UN Mission for Ebola Epidemic Response (UNMEER) was established 

to coordinate the international response to the Ebola crisis with OCHA playing a more limited role. The aid 

architecture in Lebanon also has specific characteristics, due to the established presence of the UN Relief 

and Works Agency for Palestine (UNRWA) to support Palestinian refugees, and the role the Lebanese 

 
12 Stoddard et al, 2016 
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government plays in directing the aid strategy to support Syrian refugees, as well as the place of Lebanon 

as part of the regional ñWhole of Syriaò aid coordination mechanism based in Amman.  

In all cases the coordination mechanisms are elaborate and require considerable time to engage with. 

While appearing strong (due to the multiplicity of functions and meetings), coordination and strategic 

prioritisation of aid efforts is often weak, largely marked by territorial turf and flag planting, insufficient 

information sharing, and not focusing on its humanitarian function (limiting gaps and duplications, 

promoting coherence and principled approaches).  In addition, although NGO coordination mechanisms 

exist in at least three of the four contexts, they tend to be under-representative of the national NGO 

community, and more generally the desire not to engage in óshaming and blamingô plays a strong self-

censoring role among this specific segment of the aid community.  

A broader challenge for coordination 

relates to the high level of insecurity 

in Afghanistan and southern 

Somalia, which results in 

organisations being highly 

óbunkerisedô in Kabul, Mogadishu 

and a few cities outside the capitals, 

posing challenges for movement of 

staff to coordination meetings and 

ultimately a good sharing and 

exchange of information. Similarly, 

many donor agencies have a limited 

ability to travel and monitor 

humanitarian projects. These access 

constraints are not evident in Guinea 

or Lebanon (apart from some 

localities in the Bekaa valley close to 

the Syrian border). 

The private sector is also an increasingly important stakeholder in the humanitarian aid sphere, with roles 

ranging from resource mobilisation to contractual arrangements for service provision (e.g. catering 

services for Ebola treatment centres in Guinea) or in provision of security to aid operations. It is sometimes 

óinterest-freeô and responds on the basis of humanity, for example, donations by business owners. It can, 

however, also have very specific economic interest in accessing aid related markets, and at times seek to 

bypass anti-corruption systems or to manipulate tendering procedures for its own benefit (see Section 3).  

A particularly relevant group within the private sector comprises third-party monitoring (TPM) 

organisations. These organisations are used to collect and validate information from the field where 

access constraints prevail. TPMs now constitute a sizeable industry in Afghanistan and Somalia, and while 

TPMs are typically private companies providing monitoring and other informational services to clients, 

non-profit organisations (both national and international) have also recently entered the space. In 

Afghanistan, for example, the landscape of small NGOs and for-profit contractors is órapidly evolving 

because organisations are often being created on an ad-hoc basis to bid on TPM contracts, but do not 

always have the financial capacities to subsist after the contract endsô.13 Aid agencies increasingly 

recognise that the quality of TPMs varies and can be vulnerable to the same corrupt practices they are 

supposed to be investigating.14 

In each case study, forums for dialogue on integrity management and corruption issues are not well 

established, and there is a lack of clarity as to where that should take place and where responsibility lies. 

In Afghanistan and southern Somalia, the Humanitarian Country Team (HCT) and formal/informal 

humanitarian donor groups have occasionally had the issue of risk management on their agendas in recent 

 
13 Sagmeister et al., 2016 
14 Sagmeister et al., 2016 
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years. This has partly been prompted by corruption scandals (significant during the famine in Somalia 

between 2011-12) and also by the mitigation work of the United Nations Risk Management Units (RMU) 

that have been established in both contexts to provide information and support on risk management, 

including contractual and performance data for contractors used by UN agencies. With the RMUsô support, 

a range of initiatives were launched to increase risk management support throughout the humanitarian 

community. In the case of the Ebola crisis, UNMEER, the special temporary UN mission, could have 

initiated a dialogue on aid integrity as part of its coordination and reporting responsibilities, but this was 

not deemed a priority at the time. 

At a more global level, corruption related discussion either through the Inter-Agency Standing Committee 

(IASC) or other international coordination mechanisms, including INGO forums, are not common. This 

includes limited opportunities for information sharing (informal or formal) on what it takes to negotiate 

access, including making payments and concessions, as well as other challenges in programme delivery 

and support. It was however, acknowledged by many interviewees that more inter-agency coordination to 

discuss possible management and mitigation measures would be valuable. 
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3. RISKS TO THE INTEGRITY OF 
HUMANITARIAN OPERATIONS  

Managing risks involves mapping and analysing risks and weighing up the relative impacts of different 

risks should they materialise. Contrary to security risk assessments, which are updated regularly and often 

highly sophisticated, only a few organisations undertake much wider enterprise risk assessments which 

include mapping corruptions risks; and of those that do, a number rely on generic procedures linked to 

headquarters-driven policies rather than fully investigating specific risks at the country level, for example.  

Ewins, Peter, et al., Mapping the Risks of Corruption in Humanitarian Action, HPG/ODI, TI and U4, 2006. 
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The following review of risks provides analysis of shared risks, as well as highlighting specific cases from 

individual countries where relevant.  

3.1. CONSTRAINTS AND RISKS IN ASSESSMENT AND 
DESIGN  

Secure access to assess and respond to the needs of affected populations is a serious constraint in two 

of the four case studies, particularly in areas controlled either by Al Shabaab in southern Somalia or by 

the Taliban or the Islamic State in Afghanistan, and it also had some impact in Lebanon in small enclaves 

in the Bekaa valley close to the Syrian border. In these contexts, the process of negotiating access with 

local authorities and non-state armed actors is the starting point in opportunities for corruption, including 

requests for payment by militia and bribes or unofficial taxes by local authorities (see also Haver and 

Carter 2016). It also results in pressures on aid organisations to make concessions relating to the 

geographic areas or make-up of the populations being assessed (according to tribal or clan affiliations) 

and potentially served. In addition, in the case of southern Somalia and Afghanistan, the absence or limited 

quality of existing baseline data in the overall population, for example, the lack of recent census data, 

makes it harder to manage these corruptions risks.   

Access in Lebanon (apart from those enclaves in the Bekaa valley) and to Ebola affected areas in Guinea 

is easier overall. In Lebanon, the Syrian refugee registration mechanisms set up by UNHCR, and the 

follow up of the needs of the refugees requires the strong involvement of different types of other actors 

(municipalities, local councils, local NGOs) and varies in quality. The identification of the needs of the 

affected Lebanese host population was largely done through the national institutions and the response 

had to be adapted to the socio-economic context of a middle-income country, where people are used to 

certain standards of services and specific modalities of engagement with their administration and with the 

private sector (in particular in the health and water supply sectors). In addition, large numbers of Syrian 

refugees are in urban and peri-urban contexts (not camps), and either hosted in apartments or abandoned 

buildings or in small informal settlements at the periphery of cities. Assessing their needs and designing 

assistance programs requires flexibility and innovation.  

For the Ebola response, the situation was relatively easier to assess from an epidemiological point of view 

with categories of ópossible caseô, óconfirmed caseô, ócontact caseô, etc. The socio-cultural understanding 

of the consequences of these definitions in Guinea were important and took some time for the aid 

community to understand; the situation became clearer only when social scientists and specialists in 

communication with affected populations were engaged. While generally access was not difficult from a 

security perspective, the attacks on aid personnel, health officials and volunteers of the Guinean Red 

Cross society underlined the extreme misunderstandings that occurred during the response effort. Ebola 

centres were often perceived by the local population as a place where people would be brought to die and 

decontamination efforts were seen as part of a conspiracy aimed at infecting the Guinean population. In 

addition, the presence of aid actors was seen as part of a profitable óEbola businessô. 

3.2. PROGRAMME DELIVERY 

A primary goal of humanitarian assistance is to provide support to the most vulnerable, implying strong 

efforts on assessment, targeting, specific modalities in delivering assistance and services, as well as post 

distribution monitoring. Different types of risks affect these stages in the programme cycle, and there are 

a range of differences between the four case study contexts.  

3.2.1. Targeting and registration 

In many contexts, making targeting a risk-immune endeavour is a challenge. There are pressures to 

change criteria, exclusion and inclusion pressures, as well as multiple or óghostô registrations. Some of 
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these abuses can be carried out by local elites and gatekeepers, or agency staff, but they can also stem 

from social values and the chance to remain in traditional social networks. Individual and family survival 

strategies can also rapidly overwhelm attempts at methodological purity.  

This was particularly the case in southern Somalia and Afghanistan, where being on the list or able to 

control the list is a means to access and potentially control significant levels of resources. Addressing 

these risks can also lead to security situations. One of the other significant challenges is that the affected 

communities have limited information on what targeting means, how it is determined and what they are 

entitled to, which increases risks due to the lack of information given to the local population and 

consequent lack of accountability. 

In Guinea, however, targeting did not pose a risk because the type of emergency meant that people were 

either easily identifiable (orphans with parents deceased from Ebola, survivors required to quit the Ebola 

Treatment Centres after the 21 days of quarantine, etc.), or reluctant to be on the Ebola beneficiary lists 

due to fears of stigmatisation by their own communities and the fear of infection.  

In Lebanon, targeting was also not a particular challenge as it was based on the legal status of the 

individuals (Syrian registered refugees or not) and backed up by a system for refugee registration. A data 

management system, the Refugee Assistance Information System (RAIS) had been put in place to support 

targeting and monitoring. The support to affected Lebanese populations was done on a ñservice, 

population and geographic locationò approach: for example, identification of the schools or water systems 

affected by the presence of Syrian refugees to ensure these systems or infrastructures were able to 

respond also to the needs of the Lebanese population. In these cases, where most of the support was 

implemented through national institutions, the main risk was the reallocation of budget support intended 

for state or municipal assistance programmes.  

3.2.2. In-kind aid distribution 

One central finding from the case studies is that the more in-kind materials, the higher their value, the 

distance which need to be transported including in disputed areas, and the longer the sub-contracting 

chain (often evident in Somalia and Afghanistan), the greater the risk of corruption and diversion. This 

was evident in the sectors of food assistance, non-food items (NFI) and to a certain extent shelter items. 

Challenges include the multiplication of gatekeepers, demands from gatekeepers, local authorities and 

militia for access and facilitation payments, diversion of goods, discontinuity in the logistical chain, but also 

the mechanisms and scale of distribution where the larger the scale, the more surveillance and post 

distribution monitoring is required. 

In Lebanon, where the distribution is based on an electronic card obtained after the registration process 

is completed, or in contexts where distributions of goods are only a limited part of the aid response, for 

example the Ebola response, there is less risk.  

 

Corruption risks in targeting in Afghanistan 

According to a prominent civil society activist in Herat, óCorruption is common among those NGOs 

who transfer aid to malik/elders of the community for distribution. . . . It is these elders who sell aid 

such as oil, wheat, biscuits . . . in local markets.ô Giving too much of a free hand to local elders could 

be why many of the respondents ï when asked how to make humanitarian aid more transparent ï 

recommended choosing the right people in the communities to work with (along with employing 

óhonestô staff in aid organisations). 
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3.2.3. Service provision 

In most cases, service delivery is directly implemented by the aid organisation (Guinea, southern Somalia 

and Afghanistan) or is subject to the organisationôs monitoring (education and health services in Lebanon). 

The risks on integrity in service delivery are largely linked to the low salaries received by the local service 

deliverers, to their level of ethics and to external factors such as militant groups pressuring aid agencies 

to respond to their needs, or not to serve those of other groups. These risks can impact the quality of aid, 

particularly if the capacity to monitor the quality of the services is absent or very constrained (southern 

Somalia and Afghanistan) or challenged by national pride (Lebanon). Staff from national ministries or 

municipalities tend not to accept or appreciate external monitoring by international aid actors.  

A review of the health services across the four contexts provides an interesting illustration of the 

challenges. In Afghanistan both aid recipients and those providing services tended to emphasise concerns 

of quality and a lack of health services. Few instances of bribery in health programming were reported, 

but the lack of health facilities altogether was seen as the major problem. Respondents in Baharak district, 

for example, said, óWhen there are no services, how can we complain about their quality?ô. The significant 

issues regarding quality and availability could create corruption risks, such as payments required for 

services that should be free, payments to obtain services from the very limited numbers of health 

personnel, creation of stocks of medicines to benefit private pharmacies, or the medicines being resold at 

private pharmacies. Local government officials, including elected members of the provincial councils, 

reportedly misused health facilities, e.g. using their office to request hospital ambulances to take their 

relatives to the hospitals in the province or to Kabul. Health care centres in Afghanistan have also come 

under increasing attack by non-state armed actors in recent years. Nonetheless, there were also reports 

that armed actors are aware of the need for these clinics (including because the facilities treat their own 

families and allies) and there is at least an understanding amongst some that interrupting the services 

could affect the acceptance of those actors by the local community.15  

The capacity of the pre-crisis services 

is a key factor as well. Before the 

Ebola crisis, the health system in 

Guinea suffered from many 

weaknesses. The Ebola crisis drained 

most of the competent staff and 

concentrated most of the aid 

resources on the Ebola response to 

the detriment of the rest of the health 

services, which then had very limited 

oversight, opening doors for possible 

diversion of resources.  

In Lebanon, in view of the financial 

opacity of the government and the 

general perception of highly corrupt 

public institutions, the significant 

funding flowing through these 

institutions in the response raises concerns related to integrity.  One of the main corruption scandals from 

public institutions was the head of the governmental High Relief Committeeôs arrest on embezzlement 

charges for the misappropriation of USD 10 million in 2013.16   

3.2.4. Delivery modalities  

Cash-based programming is an increasingly common form as resource transfer in humanitarian contexts. 

Cash is subject to some of the same pressures as other resource transfers, but risks related to the supply 

 
15 Haver and Carter, 2016 
16 http://www.reuters.com/article/us-lebanon-corruption-aid-idUSBRE9AA0S820131111  

http://www.reuters.com/article/us-lebanon-corruption-aid-idUSBRE9AA0S820131111
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chain are fewer. Evidence from the rapidly evolving mobile money technologies used for cash programmes 

suggest that corruption risks may be reduced using this method (assuming the right people are 

targeted)17. This technology means overall there are fewer cases where cash transfer is done by direct 

handout of money to beneficiaries, where the cash ótransporterô and recipient population face significant 

risks. In Somalia, traditional money transfer agencies such as Hawala are also perceived as an effective 

option. These Hawala intermediaries know they risk their reputation as trustworthy brokers if there is any 

evidence of corruption and as a result are generally viewed as highly reliable.  

Losses related to cash-based programming were, however, documented in the study, and certainly 

technology-based systems are not risk immune. Risks, however, mainly occur in post-distribution. In 

Somalia, for example, there is evidence that a percentage of cash distributions is taken from some 

individual recipients by ógatekeepersô or other authorities. In some cases, it was considered to be a 

relatively low level of informal taxation, which local populations may even have some sympathy for, or 

acceptance of, the needs of these gatekeepers who may also be their local elders. Some of it, however, 

was seen as blatantly abusive and had reached an unacceptably high percentage level of the cash grant.  

3.2.5. Partnerships and other contracting arrangements 

In many crisis-affected contexts, there are different types of options in terms of the delivery of humanitarian 

aid. They range from full direct delivery by an international agency to all kinds of local delivery modalities 

through local staff of the international organisations, partnering with national or local actors, or 

subcontracting a local structure. All modalities have been observed in the four case studies, with some 

more prominent in one context and less in another. The choice of direct delivery or working in an indirect 

manner entails all kinds of possible reputational, fiduciary and security risks. The way partnerships, 

contracting or the direct delivery approach are conducted and justified very much depends on the 

characteristics of the various stakeholders and their power relations.  In the cases of Afghanistan, Lebanon 

and Guinea, working through state actors at the national (ministries) and local levels (municipalities, 

departments of health, water boards, etc.) is a regular practice.  

Partnering with national actors is not a risk-free endeavour, however. Corruption can take place before or 

during the different phases of operations. In Afghanistan, for example, some government ministry officials 

reportedly award funding contracts on the basis of whether they receive a specific percentage from the 

budget, or award contracts to NGOs established by their own relatives. This was stated as the reason 

some local agencies are not funded, i.e. because they either do not agree to pay a percentage of the 

contract or they are not trusted by the corrupt officials to do so and keep the information quiet. Aid 

organisation staff complained that bribing government officials also increases expectations from other 

actors they work with in the provinces.  In Guinea, a key challenge identified during the response was in 

the way agencies could support local institutions (health departments at the provincial level, for instance) 

with fuel and vehicles without losing control of the use of these resources.   

Partnering with national NGOs, often through a multi-layered subcontracting system from donors to UN 

agencies and/or INGOs to national actors, can also increase the risks throughout the programme cycle 

and is perceived as a way for international organisations to transfer fiduciary, security and other risks to 

 
17 Smith and Mohiddin, 2015. 

The role of the host state in the Syrian refugee crisis 

Since 2012, the Lebanese authorities have been very involved in the Syrian refugee crisis response 

and despite the political crisis and the presidential vacuum, several ministries have played a critical 

role in designing and implementing relief activities. In 2015, more than USD 171.5 million were 

channelled to public institutions and this number reached USD 120 million for the first half of 2016, 

(15 percent of the total amount disbursed)1. A total of 13 public bodies (7 ministries, 5 governorsô 

offices and the Prime Ministerôs office) received operational support. 
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their implementing partners rather than having to assume them directly. It can also result in decreased 

transparency and accountability.  

Public-NGO and NGO-private partnerships are also not risk-immune. There was evidence of corrupt 

practices in southern Somalia, Afghanistan, and to a certain level in Lebanon as well; although far less 

openly discussed in the latter context. Experiences in the four case studies indicate that while procedures 

and policies may help to establish these partnerships, they are not failsafe against risks on aid integrity 

and corruption. One key difficulty is the risk of monopolistic or oligopolistic situations or possible conflicts 

of interest. Links with powerful local stakeholders or with agency staff can introduce significant biases in 

the competition for partner contracts.  

 

3.2.6. Community participation and feedback mechanisms 

The term Accountability to Affected Populations (AAP) features prominently in humanitarian policies and 

programming but most studies suggest that there are still significant challenges in creating real 

accountability to aid recipients, particularly in conflict-affected countries.18 Echoing previous research, 

local people interviewed reported that corruption, bias and favouritism were major impediments to their 

receiving aid.19 In Somalia and Afghanistan, affected people repeatedly reported to the research teams 

stories of community power holders or ógatekeepersô misusing aid assets for patronage purposes.  Aid 

staff working in these countries have insufficient awareness of the extent of these practices, reflecting a 

general tendency within aid agencies to emphasise upward accountability to donors at the expense of the 

kind of downward accountability to affected communities that could identify these problems. The two kinds 

of accountability should of course be linked and most donors emphasis the need to increase information 

about aid quality from affected peopleôs perspectives. But in practice they are often separate processes, 

with the latter form of accountability most often neglected.20 There are a range of reasons for this, including 

that limited access can inhibit aid agenciesô ability to undertake consultations on the type of aid that is 

needed and the project design, as well as to set up systems that effectively capture relevant feedback, 

particularly on corruption. Of the four case studies, the Afghan affected population indicated they were 

particularly marginalised from the aid process. In this context, the local population reported that they were 

generally unaware of the level and timing of aid entitlements and were not aware of any formal feedback 

mechanisms being used; and where they have been used the critique was that complaints were not 

followed up on or that some of the mechanisms were not appropriate for the Afghan context. Together 

these gaps suggest major problems for the quality of aid, including serious corruption risks. 

Lebanon posed a different set of problems. There the multiplicity of feedback, complaints and 

whistleblowing mechanisms, coupled with the weakness of referral systems between organisations and 

 
18 Jean et al., 2013; Ruppert et al., 2016 
19 see also, Haver and Carter, 2016 
20 Haver & Carter, 2016 

Partnership models in Somalia  

The Somalia case identified practices of collusion between international and national agency staff (of 

both UN agencies and INGOs) as a significant risk which takes place in a number of ways: (a) staff 

of international agencies create an NNGO and direct funding to it, (b) staff of international agencies 

influence or channel funding to preferred NNGOs, or (c) staff of international agencies leverage their 

influence on NNGOs during project reporting. The following quote comes from a UN employee, 

referring to two UN agencies he has worked for:  

ñI know several staff members who have interest in local NGOs who are partners with [UN Agencies 

X and Y]. I am not sure how much they get from them but they have interest. Because whenever 

these agencies have reporting and accountability problems they defend and do the job for them. 

They tell us please I have interest here and therefore donôt harm me. . . . In [UN Agency Y] it was 

also the sameò.  (Interview, 18/5/2016). 
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sometimes between departments within the same organisation, discredits the mere existence of these 

mechanisms and the integrity of accountability processes. In addition, the fact that complaint mechanisms 

operate via telephone lines and are not free presents a problem, especially given that, since 2015, SIM 

cards are automatically deactivated after a 

few weeks if no credit has been added. This 

further complicates the ability to 

communicate with and potentially respond 

to refugees who then become unreachable. 

Those who are in charge of the complaint 

mechanisms and those who can provide 

answers are often not the same (e.g. 

donor/implementing agency). The limited 

staff resources for this work also leads to a 

high number of questions and complaints 

left unanswered. The fact that the same 

mechanism is used for feedback 

(constructive contribution to improve the 

project) and complaints creates confusion 

on how the different types of issues are 

treated regarding procedures, referrals, 

question of anonymity or concerns 

regarding manipulation of services.  

3.2.7. Monitoring, evaluation and audits 

Monitoring and evaluation (M&E) activities are considered key to improving programme quality, standards, 

learning and accountability, as well as to detecting corruption and breaches in aid integrity. While M&E is 

intended as a part of the mitigation measures (see Section 4), it is also an area of potential corruption risk 

in itself.  

As noted above, the results of limited direct access and information increases risks of manipulation of 

targeting and the quality of programme design processes. It also significantly affects the capacity to 

identify course correction measures and to implement quality programmes. Monitoring, evaluation and 

quality management processes are much more complicated to carry out, if not sometimes impossible, and 

are sometimes undertaken with fewer resources and staff than in stable settings, due to the fact that 

operational costs tend to run high in complex operational settings.  

 

Deprioritising M&E in complex operational settings 

In Afghanistan, pressures on humanitarian resources overall have led to staff cuts. A recent RMU 

review noted that since 2014, the UN in Afghanistan, including the UNôs Assistance Mission to 

Afghanistan (UNAMA) and the UN agencies, funds and programmes have reduced their overall 

personnel levels by 18 per cent (about 1,000 staff). And, perhaps more significant, the operating 

presence of the UN has been reduced by 30 per cent, from 20 operating locations in 2014 to 14 

locations in 2016, which in turn has led to fewer resources and increased the possibility of a 

reduction in internal monitoring mechanisms. As the RMU review concluded, óThis provides more 

opportunities for people to commit fraudô (Risk Management Unit ï Afghanistan, 2016). 
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3.3. RISKS IN PROGRAMME SUPPORT AND BACK OFFICE 

3.3.1. Human resources 

More than in other activities, due to the dangers involved and the need to ensure lifesaving and sustaining 

assistance, the humanitarian sector requires good quality human resources (HR). Honesty, integrity, 

courage, technical competencies, and capacity to interact with diversified stakeholders in a principled 

manner are among the key qualities needed.  

The main risks in this area of programme support are poor recruitment due to insufficient understanding 

of clan, tribal or other societal dynamics (cronyism and nepotism), and pressures on individuals to recruit 

people from a given group (clan-based hiring approaches in southern Somalia, nepotism in Afghanistan 

and in Guinea, religious affiliation in Lebanon).  This is partly a result of poor HR practices, trying to avoid 

antagonising powerful actors, sometimes due to limited choices, and also due to time limitations to check 

references (including with other organisations who might have had negative experiences) and to include 

integrity criteria into recruitment processes.  

There are different risks in HR depending on the timeframe and type of crisis. At the beginning of a crisis, 

there is often pressure to recruit quickly and sometimes competition between the aid actors, which can 

induce some specific corruption risks.  

Detailed background checks on the integrity of a potential recruit are not a strength of the humanitarian 

sector. In southern Somalia, the research team was given the example of a member of staff who was 

carefully ómanaged outô of an international agency in a large-scale case of corruption (having stolen 

upwards of a quarter of a million US dollars), who then found employment with a TPM and subsequently 

moved on to a major UN agency. In neither case was the original employer contacted regarding 

references. Multiple examples were provided of staff terminated from one agency for corrupt practices 

soon finding employment in other agencies. 

In a related point, the difficulties some agencies face in firing staff, because of perceived threats to the 

agencyôs security, raise major ethical dilemmas about the moral authority of agencies and perceptions of 

their commitment to tackling corruption and improving accountability. Sacking is generally considered a 

security risk and has to be handled very sensitively. Rather than deal with it head-on, agencies may reduce 

responsibilities, change staff roles and improve checks and balances so that known corrupt staff are 

removed from a position of influence, or ultimately removed from the agency completely, but as a carefully 

managed process. 

Risks in rapid recruitment and incentive measures 

In Guinea, due to the significant and rapid needs in terms of personnel, a large number of temporary 

recruitments were made, sometimes on the basis of hoped-for but not necessarily validated skills 

(notably for medical students), sometimes based simply on networks. Thus, at the beginning of the 

crisis, a large number of very rapid recruitments were carried out without taking all the necessary 

precautions or following the normal procedures, such as analysing CVs, carrying out interviews and 

reference checks. This was exacerbated by an Ebola risk óbonusô. Due to the significant risks related 

to the danger of infection and the workload being demanded of national staff, a bonus system was 

put in place for front line health workers. However, the bonuses were soon being allocated to anyone 

involved in the response with no clear criteria for who received the payments, adding to considerable 

extra cost. The bonus system had to be stopped for everyone in order to avoid pressure and 

malpractice.  
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3.3.2. Logistics 

Transport 

In all contexts, transporting relief goods entails the need to use different means of transportation (small or 

large commercial trucks, boats, aircrafts) and go through different kinds of terrain, using different routes 

(with quality varying according to seasonal factors). In addition, the relief goods have to go through check 

points, cross borders and contested areas. This means that not only are transportation costs high, but 

they can also be kept even higher by the monopolistic, or at least oligopolistic, position of the few 

transporters that can or claim to be able to ódo the jobô. Agencies that are not scrutinising such practices 

unwittingly enable corrupt practice, but interviews also revealed that outsourcing arrangements are partly 

based on conscious decisions to transfer risk.  In southern Somalia and Afghanistan, it was reported that 

costs are inflated to cover informal taxes and other fees imposed by militant groups and local authorities 

where the final delivery point is the distribution area. In those countries and in Guinea, there are also risks 

that small cartels or syndicates control the transport sector and dictate prices and conditions.  

When agencies want to manage their own transport in general for staff dispatch and field missions, the 

main challenge is to manage the risks of diversion of fuel and vehicles. This is aggravated in areas where 

the capacity to monitor fleet movement is limited, in particular in the absence of a strong logistics and fleet 

management capacity. Similarly, when cars and fuel vouchers are released to local government officials, 

there are equal risks of diversion.  

Procurement 

The procurement sector comprises tendering procedures, actual purchases, payments to companies and 

quality control of the goods and services procured. In each of these segments of the procurement chain 

there are specific corruption risks. 

In southern Somalia, procurement is one of the highest risk areas in the humanitarian response. As one 

respondent said, ócontracts are all for saleô.21 The research team was given multiple examples from private 

contractors and agencies (whether with private contractors or as part of contracts between humanitarian 

agencies) that occur at the Nairobi level as well as in Somalia. The majority of private contractors and 

many agency staff (of international and national agencies) interviewed reported that paying ókickbacksô to 

gain a contract is extremely common practice. Inflating contract values is also reported to be common.  

In Afghanistan, many interviewees noted that procurement of goods and services from private companies 

represented a major corruption risk for humanitarian agencies (although few were prepared to discuss the 

details directly). In addition to bribes made to secure contracts, a key problem was a perception of an 

oligopoly of suppliers, who are thought to collude and split profits. The existence of only a few large 

suppliers was seen to be caused in part by aid agenciesô own specifications or minimum threshold checks 

(such as the need to have quality checks, to have proven experience of procurement of a certain size, 

etc.), which means that smaller suppliers are not usually eligible.  

 
21 Somalia report, Interview, 22/2/2016 

Risks in scaling-up logistics 

In Guinea, where mobility in difficult forested terrain was a critical factor of the response, a number of 

corruption risks related to logistics (vehicles, motorbikes, and fuel) were identified. When the 

international aid sector began to understand the importance of logistics, mobility, rapidity and the 

ability to get to a large number of sites simultaneously, large numbers of vehicles were deployed, 

and, during the initial months at least, this was done without any great precaution neither in vehicle 

dispatch nor in fuel allocation. 
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In both southern Somalia and Afghanistan, agencies reported problems as serious as death threats 

against aid organisation staff when contract provisions were enforced. These problems were seen to be 

partly caused by agencies setting specifications inappropriately (e.g. not being clear enough on whether 

the lids of jerrycans should be sealed) or having different specifications from agency to agency on what 

constitutes an auditable tender process. There was also no forum where agencies could come together 

to discuss procurement problems, including corruption risks. The lack of willingness to discuss problems 

and share ideas was seen as partly caused by donorsô inability to monitor projects, meaning that aid 

organisations have less incentive to share information and resolve problems collectively. 

By contrast, in a context like Guinea, the small number of items to be supplied and the fact that most items 

procured for the fight against Ebola were highly specific imported goods with limited market value, 

procurement risks did not turn out to be a critical issue.  

3.3.3. Financial management and controls 

Aid agencies are particularly afraid of being exposed to a financial scandal as it immediately affects the 

image of the sector, the confidence of the public and private donors, and contributes to its too often 

negative image among the affected populations. If one area is therefore strongly controlled, it is this one. 

Aid actors are frequently audited through either external auditing missions sent by the donors or by their 

own internal oversight systems. Yet, the four case studies underlined that there are still risks prevailing in 

this area, and audits sometimes have little impact.  

In southern Somalia agencies reported significant concerns that documentation can be ñdoctoredò and 

made artificially compliant to financial rules and that this requires certain skills to detect the abuse.  

When aid money is channelled through public institutions, weak financial management and accounting 

systems, resulting from limited capacities including human resources, hardware, software and electricity, 

create an enabling environment for malpractices leading to the erosion of aid integrity. In Sierra Leone, 

the existence of a strong national body in charge of the transparency of the national accounts facilitates 

the identification of fraud and can reveal situations requiring further investigation. The absence of a similar 

mechanism, has been a significant constraint in Afghanistan, Lebanon and Guinea (currently being 

established) against corruption. For Lebanon, this was exacerbated by the complex political situation, 

where the country spent months without a Head of State and therefore without any power structure or 

anti-corruption champion that donors could hold to account on integrity issues. 

For local NGOs, the biggest challenge 

can be the difficulty in filling finance 

posts with experienced and qualified 

staff, as well as the lack of funds to 

keep the trained staff needed to run 

such systems. This was the case in 

Afghanistan and in Guinea. In Guinea, 

most of the local actors were 

development actors, with limited funds 

and even more limited financial 

management capacities. The fact that 

they had to absorb substantial amounts 

of resources in a limited time created 

significant windows of opportunities for 

corrupt behaviour, aggravated by the 

perception that these few months of 

ógolden ageô would be short.  

 

  






































