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Introduction

Saving lives and alleviating suffering – this is the mandate of the Swiss Humanitarian Aid (SDC/HA)1.

Operating before, during and after crisis and disasters, the SDC/HA assumes the following triple role:
• Implement projects as a pragmatic and effective operational actor in the field;
• Be a reliable and flexible humanitarian partner and donor for humanitarian organisations;
• Be an advocate for the respect of the humanitarian law and principles

A main asset of the SDC/HA is its Swiss Humanitarian Aid Unit (SHA). The SHA – a pool of
approximately 600 experts with various professional backgrounds - is based on decree 172.211.312 of
the Swiss Government and Administration Organisation Act. The decree defines the SHA as being
attached to the Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation (SDC); describes the SHA’s mission
to carry out emergency relief, reconstruction and disaster risk reduction interventions; defines the
leadership and authority of the Swiss Delegate for Humanitarian Affairs regarding the SHA.

SHA experts can be deployed at any time to wherever humanitarian assistance is needed, whether in
crises, natural disaster or armed conflicts. They can be tasked to: 1. Carry out rapid response actions
after sudden and onset disasters; 2. Implement humanitarian projects of the SDC/HA (direct actions);
3. Provide technical expertise to partner organisations (secondments) and 4. Support the HQ or Swiss
representations abroad (during crises).

In 2018 the SDC/HA launched a process on the future of its operational arm, the Swiss Humanitarian
Aid Unit, as the humanitarian landscape has changed in recent years, with an tncrease in the number
of armed conflicts, of humanitarian crises, their complexity and duration. The institutional context for
the SHA has evolved as well over time. Along the past decade, the FDFA has undertaken measures
to increase coherence, better integrate and mainstream the different directorates, services and
representations, and to harmonize processes and instruments

These changes have consequences and require adaptations. It is against this background that the
SDC/HA has launched a process on the future of the Swiss Humanitarian Aid Unit with the overall goal
to strengthen the Swiss Humanitarian Aid Unit as the operational arm of the SDC/HA, including an
external review

Evaluation purpose

ConsËdering the evolving global environment, the main objective of the external review was to
determine the relevance and added value of the Swiss Humanitarian Aid Unit's contribution to the
core mandate of SDC/HA ®hich is saving lives and atleviating suffering. Based on these findings, the
review draws conclusions and formulates recommendations on how to strengthen the SHA as
operatËonal arm of the SDC/HA in light of the future orientation of Switzerland’s international
cooperation as foreseen in the federal dispatch 2021-243 and beyond
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1 Swiss Humanitarian Aid (SDC/HA) is part of the Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation (SDC) and of
the Federal Department of Foreign Affairs (FDFA)
2 https://www.admin.ch/opc/de/classified-compitation/1 9880091/
3 https://www.eda.admin.ch/deza/en/home/news/dossiers/alle-dossiers/iza-2021 -2024.html



Evaluation methodoloqy

The Evaluation was mandated as a result of an open call for offers process, through which 12 offers
were submitted, to a team of external consultants of KEK-CDC and ebaix. The evaluation applied a
mixed-method approach which consisted of (i) Intensive document review, (ii) Reconstruction of a
Theory of Change, (iii) semi-structured interviews with SHA members, SDC staff and partners, (iv)
meetings and focus group interviews with members of the Expert Groups and SDC HA desk officers,
(v) An online survey among aII active as well as reserve members and those who left the SHA after
01.01.2018 (this included 892 people altogether), (vi) Participation in an H-webinar of SDC HA, (vii)
Conducting an option workshop for alternative organisational structures, (viii) Analysis of five case
studies, namely Haiti, Mozambique, Myanmar, Jordan and Ukraine, and (ix) Analysis of selected
quantitative data (e.g. deployment statistics 2015-2019 and financial data). The foreseen visits to
Myanmar and Jordan had to be cancelled due to COVI D-19 restrictions and thus aII case studies were
based on document review and physical, telephone or online interviews (47 interviews).

SDC/ HA Senior management’s (SM) response to the conclusions of the evaluation report

Trends in the HA sector: SM agrees with the evaluators' assessment, that the frequency of natural
disasters increases and that this trend will continue in coming years due to climate change. Even though
there are less fatalities due to improved coping capacities in many countries, there are increasing
numbers of people and of basic services affected by disasters. The trend to continuously increasing
displacement and migration due to armed conflicts, violence, environmental degradation and related
risks like water availability, draughts and floods is confirmed by the evaluation. SM also agrees with the
evaluators’ conclusion that the humanitarian needs - funding gap will continue to widen in the future

Within long-term protracted crises, the combination of humanitarian, development and peace
instruments in a nexus approach is essential in order to respond effectively, to reach sustainable results
and reduce humanitarian needs in the long run. SM does not fully subscribe to the evaluators’ perception
that the integration of the foreign policy instruments within Swiss Embassies necessarily implies a "trend
of bureaucratisation of HA”. However, SM acknowledges that the landscape of stakeholders and
processes within the integrated structures are currently rather heavy and sometimes slow, which is a
challenge and sometimes obstacle to the operational humanitarian work of the SHA instrument.

SM agrees that the mitigation of security threats is of ever increasing importance in humanitarian aid
Localization of aid is key in order to recognize and strengthen the leadership of local actors and their
role as first responders, to better address the needs of local populations and to prepare local actors for
future crises. The COVID-19 pandemic has made access to beneficiaries for both local and international
aid workers even more challenging. SM agrees that empowering local actors who are familiar with the
context and present on the ground before, during and after a crisis is of utmost importance. However,
SM is also convinced that international humanitarian support must continue to be provided in situations
where local capacities are overstretched and that transferring the security risks increasingly to local
actors only, is not acceptable on the basis of humanitarian principles. SHA therefore has to maintain
and increase its own security management and mitigation capacities to remain fit for purpose.

Relevance of the SHA Unit and added value: SM takes note of the evaluators’ confirmation that “The
SHA Unit significantly contributes to the overall goals of Swiss HA“ and that “The image of the SHA Unit
in Switzerland is strongly associated with Rapid Response Teams by the Swiss public, media and
members of parliament, although 99% of the Unit's 134 full-time equivalents (average 2010–2019) are
allocated to the other three deployment modes." Indeed, the “qualified and motivated experts with a
strong identification with the corps and with their respective Expert Groups” are the HA/SH A’s main
asset, provide solid and visible Swiss expertise, “support the strengthening of partner organisations, and
feed into the advocacy and policy dialogue”. The main added values of the four deployment modes,
which are lined out in the Report, namely “(i) High visibility of Swiss presence in the field and with
partners, (ii) Linking the working experience of experts on the ground with policy dialogue and advocacy,
(iii) Support for monitoring and programme, and (iv) Project implementation in crises contexts”, as well
as the function as a 'door opener’ for Swiss representations shall be maintained and further developed.
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Appropriateness of the SHA Unit’s strategic orientation, organisational and managerial
structure: SM agrees that today’s humanitarian context often requires longer deployments of
experienced staff, and that the gap between rapid response deployments and deployments in protracted
crises situations has widened, impacting on careers and career perspectives of SHA members. SM
takes note of the evaluators’ view. that the current approach to SHA's “Swissness” is not in line with a
trend to internationalize similar pools of experts. Furthermore, SM understands the perception, that the
Delegate for HA - due to his many other tasks within SDC and HA – is rather “removed” from SHA day-
to-day operations. SM therefore shares the Report’s view, that explicitly formulating a “vision” for SHA
and strengthening SHA’s management set up should be undertaken. SM also agrees that reviewing and
potentially adapting the structure of EGs in order to guarantee a high level of professionalism,
coordination and functioning of SHA in future is timely. SM takes note of the evaluators' view that the
SHA expertise could be beneficial for other SDC departments and potentially for Swiss NGO, e.g. to
provide technical backstopping. This view will have to be further analysed on the background of the
upcoming organizational reform (SDC 2030, fit for purpose), which implies to integrate humanitarian
competencies into all units of SDC

SM acknowledges the evaluators’ efforts to shape four options for SHA’s potential future organizational
set up. Based on its current assessment SM is determined to maintain SHA as the operational arm of
SDC/HA within SDC’s organizational setup. However, SM is convinced that adaptations regarding
SHA’s strategic orientation and organizational setup have to be initiated, in order to maintain and further
develop SHA's relevance in today’s and tomorrow’s humanitarian context. SM would have appreciated
if the evaluators’ four options would have been developed in more details and if advantages and
dtsadvantages as well as the consequences and feasibilities of each option could have been assessed
in more depth. However SM acknowledges that this would have overstretched the evaluations’ mandate
and the working days’ allocated within the mandate. Therefore, SM suggests to analyse these four
options further by designing and implementing a systematic organizational development process of the
SHA Unit
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