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Acronyms

«CHS: Core Humanitarian Standard on Quality and
Accountability

« CP: Country Programme

« CSO: Civil Society Organisation

« FGD: Focus Group Discussion

« INGO: International Non-Governmental Organisation

« Kll: Key Informant Interview

e LLA: Locally-Led Action

« LP: Local Partner

« PIN: People in Need

« PSS: Psychosocial support

« SOP: Standard Operating Procedures

« USAID: the U.S. Agency for International Development

People in Need is an INGO, whose roots lie in empowering
civil society and human rights activists, as well as delivering
humanitarian responses. We operate in over 40 countries in 7
regions of the world. PIN works with over 600 local development
and humanitarian partners and focus our operations on fragile
states, countries in transition, areas affected by climate change
and hard-to-reach and marginalised communities.

Disclaimer: As the information for the study was conducted
prior to the dismantling of USAID in early 2025, it does not fully
account for the risks associated with the evolving international
funding landscape which may further constrain the access of
local organisations to resources. Further assessments will be
needed to understand the full scope of impacts, identify ways to
mitigate them and preserve commitment to locally-led action.

T In this study, the term 'Local Partner' is used to refer to local organisations that work in formal partnerships with PIN or peer INGOs. The term 'Civil
Society Organisation' is used more broadly to designate any local organisation, regardless of whether it is partnering with PIN or another INGO

acronyms
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Introduction

Introduction

Riskinhumanitarianactionis multi-faceted, spanning safety, security, fiduciaryand
legal compliance issues, operational challenges, data and information security, as
well as ethical and reputational threats® Risks may reflect and reinforce the current
imbalances in the humanitarian system, as risks affect local and international
actors disproportionately and differently. Despite commitments towards
equitable partnerships, CSOs are often more than INGOs exposed to a complex
range of risks that compromise their security, sustainability, and operational
effectiveness. They are typically the organisations who reach people in the most
insecure locations, having to operate with scarce resources and a lack of robust
security frameworks, and financial stability. At the same time, in some situations,
local responders can be more agile in their approaches than their international
partners, which helps them quickly adapt their procedures and arrangements to
reach affected people. INGOs, on the other hand, have more resources to protect
their staff and create financial reserves. And yet, INGOs may face reputational,
ethical, and other risks, such as those resulting from a local partner's failure to
adhere to the CHS. Such a failure can compromise the accountability to affected
people and jeopardise an INGO's relationship with its donors, as well as its and its
partners' access to future financing.

Recent research initiatives have looked into risk sharing and risk transfer in the
relationship between CSOs and INGOs to better understand the dynamics andidentify
mitigation measures. These studies generally emphasise the need for more collective
and holistic approaches rather than individual risk management measures*. Some
research suggests that while risk assessment is becoming more systematic, it often
focuses on individual actors than the broader humanitarian delivery chain, which
may potentially undermine overall risk management®. Meanwhile, another analysis
highlights that shortages in capacity, complex donor requirements, and cultural
differences between local and international actors are key challenges for effective
local partnerships. It suggests that more research should be done on capacity
strengthening models, donor engagement in supporting equitable risk sharing, and
evaluating how different risk-sharing practices affect aid delivery?®.

2 Risk is understood in the study as “the likelihood that unplanned or uncontrolled events will prevent us from completing our mission” as conceptualized in ICVA. Risk and Humanitarian
culture. 2020.

3 While this can sometimes come at the cost of their security, we refer here to more balanced and secure practices.
“ Dutch Relief Alliance. Localization in Practice. 2021.

5 Pellowska, D. & Fipp, J. The Center for Humanitarian Action. Localization in Practice |I. Implementing risk sharing in
humanitarian action. 2024.

¢ Govt. Netherlands, ICRC, InterAction. Risk Sharing Framework — Enhancing the Impact
of Humanitarian Action Through Improved Risk Sharing. 2023.

5 People in Need | Introduction
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Thedocumentaimsto contribute tothe materials exploringrisk management
and sharing by examining the issue from the cross-country perspective
covering CPswith distinct profiles, security levels,and operational modalities.
The goal is to identify overarching risks that arise from partnerships between
CSOs and INGOs in humanitarian settings. Additionally, the study provides
recommendations on how to mitigate these risks, aiming to serve as a useful
reference for international and national humanitarian actors who seek to
establish more equitable and safe partnerships.

At PIN, we see LLA as a process of shifting power dynamics, where local
humanitarian and development actors gain greater power, resources (both
financial and human), and a stronger voice. As a signatory of the Core
Humanitarian Standard, Charter for Change and Locally-Led Adaptation
Principles, PIN seeks to better understand and address power imbalances in
partnerships, and this study provides the evidence-based recommendations
required to implement equitable and accountable programmes. Accordingly,
in alignment with our commitment to the values of LLA, these research
recommendations aim to empower local actors across each of the practical
dimensions of localisation’

Box 1. Global
Mentoring

Initiative
(2020)

Practical Dimensions

of Localisation

Rather than acting as gatekeepers, we believe INGOs should function as
enablers and allies, supporting local actors through equitable partnerships,
capacity-sharing, and joint advocacy. This necessitates evolving into
facilitators of locally-led systems, with the wisdom to know when to step

7 Global Mentoring Initiative. Practical Dimensions of Localisation. 2020
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back and when to step forward. Our commitment extends to shifting risk, not
just responsibility.

This involves advocating for greater donor flexibility, strategically investing in
local capacities, and ensuring that our risk management frameworks do not
disproportionately burden our local partners.

Consequently, donors are required to adopt a model of flexible, multi-year
funding to ensure local partners can adequately develop strategic operational
reserves and build necessary resilience. Furthermore, donors should adequately
cover local actors' indirect costs and duty of care, acknowledging that
implementing sensitive programming may require non-traditional security and
discreet operational investments. Crucially, donors should be prepared to share
operational risk and recognise that the cost of capacity strengthening (finance,
compliance, etc.) is a legitimate project expense.

PIN is addressing risk-sharing by introducing a Duty of Care Policy for partners, a
Policy on sharing administrative costs and capacity strengthening programmes
in insecure contexts. In a complementary effort, this study seeks to identify
dimensions of risk that warrant further attention within partnerships. These
areas are critical to safeguarding the operational security and stability of CSOs,
particularly amidst a landscape of reduced funding and shrinking space for civil
society.

This study was conducted in country programmes where PIN implements a
humanitarian portfolio. The countries were selected based on their active local
partnerships and current engagement with potential strategic local partners.
The countriesincluded are Armenia, Ethiopia, Ukraine, Zambia and several other
CPs anonymised for security reasons. Although the research primarily focused
on PIN's relations with partners, in their interviews and group discussions,
CSOs and PIN staff often referred to similar approaches exercised by other
INGOs. Building on this, and reinforced by external analyses, it appears that the
dynamics of risk-sharing observed are not unique to this specific case of PIN's
engagement with its LPs. Rather, they reflect a pattern that can be widespread
across the humanitarian sector, making the study's insights applicable to
partnerships between other INGOs and CSOs as well.

7 People in Need | Introduction
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©© Summary, key findings
Risk-Sharing Frameworks in an d recom mendatiOnS

Humanitarian Partnerships

A Multi-Country Study The study reveals several crucial obstacles faced by LPs in the
on Equitable Partnerships surveyed countries. One of the principal issues is safety and security,
particularly in volatile settings where LPs are often compelled
to operate with insufficient resources. Another is the stringent
compliance demands imposed by donors, which can be challenging
for LPs with limited capacity, especially in unstable regions or
areas with poor infrastructure. Many small LPs also face resource
constraints, relying heavily on short-term external funding. This
reliance limits their ability to scale operations effectively and durably
maintain capacities, let alone develop them. Additionally, there is an

Contents

1 Introduction

2 Summary, key ﬁnd!ngs imbalance in risk-sharing, where LPs often bear the security and
and recommendations operational risks while INGOs retain ultimate accountability to
donors.

3 Methodolo
&y The study also provides country-specific insights. In Armenia,

LPs struggle with intense donor competition, limited funding, and
4 Overview of Findings significant capacity differences. Some CPs are exposed not only
to severe security instability, but also to remote management
challenges, currency instability, and shifting government policies. In

© People in Need Ukraine

4.1 Risks faced by LPs

42 Risks faced by INGOS Ukraine, LPs act under enormous pressure of insecurity, dealing with ‘It would be helpful to discuss risks with INGOs before
short humanitarian project cycles, frequent donor audits, and regular we start a project, to have a dedicated meeting where
access challenges in frontline areas. Zambia, despite its stable we can honestly discuss financial, reputational risks

) _ environment, faces heavy donor compliance requirements that can etc. Yes, we all fill in the matrix of risks or something like

Effectively overwhelm CSOs, which are often minimally staffed. In Ethiopia, a that at the stage of proposals, but this is rather a matter
navigatingjointrisks — 1tifaceted regulatory framework and governmental constraints of ticking the box. Instead, we need to have an action
requires substantial {54y ce formidable challenges for local organisations, especially plan and step-by-step instructions on what to do and
effort. Engaging [With j, conflict-ridden areas. These findings emphasise the multiplicity of how if the risk becomes the real threat. Also, we need to
LPs]in discussions 1 rdles local actors encounter, underscoring the need for bespoke understand when we need to approach partners (INGOs)
about a common methods to reinforce partnerships. and when we need to solve the problem on our own.”
vision prior to project (Ukraine, FGD LP1)

initiation fosters
unified approaches
from the outset”.
(Armenia KIl INGO2)

© People in Need Armenia

10 11 People in Need | Summary, key findings and recommendations
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Key findings

e Although LPs work in different
contexts, when discussing their
engagement with INGOs, they
prioritised the same risk areas: security,
operational, and financial risks were
seen as key for their organisations to
keep providing assistance. Fiduciary
(corruption, fraud, theft, diversion
of resources) and reputational risks
associated with their international
counterparts were not widely
highlighted, which may suggest a high
level of trust in their international
partners, as well as an underlying
power imbalance. Some LPs assume
their international counterparts have
better systems and operations than
local responders have (which is not
always the case).

e The inherent risks that PIN and other
INGOs encounter when partnering
with LPs often parallel those faced by
the LPs, but they manifest differently
for INGOs and LPs. For example,
during the FGDs and Klls, the LP
elaborated much more on security,
operational and compliance issues
than about fiduciary concerns, while
INGOs including PIN and peer INGOs

12

prioritised reputational and ethical
risks. For a local CSO, an operational
challenge, such as a project delay
due to supply chain issues, is a direct
logistical hurdle that immediately
impacts their ability to serve the
community and ultimately jeopardises
their local reputation and credibility.
For an international organisation,
however, this same shared issue is
often perceived additionally as an
immediate reputational hazard that
affects its standing with donors and
consequently impacts future funding
prospects.

e Despite the differing perceptions of
certain risks held by LPs and INGOs, a
crucial common understanding is that
risk must be shared more fairly. This
momentum is supported by LPs who
are increasingly advocating for greater
joint planning and implementation.
Consequently, to effectively address
the inherent challenges and structural
power dynamics in  LP-INGO
engagements, the need for a practical,
collaborative mechanism, such as a
joint risk-mapping framework, has
been identified.

e Across partner discussions, a
prominent finding was the clear
and articulated need for structured
networking and knowledge hubs to
enable more equitable risk analysis.
Partners identified a request for
formalised mechanisms, such
as technical forums for financial
managers, idea exchange platforms,
and integration into strategic working
groups that move beyond simple

“the risk analysis

we conducted
following the project
approval [...] was
very instructive, and
we found it valuable
enough to adopt
and apply in our own
practices. We also
share the identified
risks with PIN in this
project, fostering

a collaborative
approach to risk
management”
(Armenia, KII LP1)

one-way information sharing.
This requirement is driven by the
fact that LPs need the exposure
and opportunity to share their
expertise, collectively troubleshoot
complex technical and legislative
scenarios, and engage as equal
partners in  decision-making,
which is currently a barrier to
achieving truly fair risk sharing in
humanitarian response.

© People in Need Ethiopia

1 3 People in Need | Summary, key findings and recommendations
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Establishing a dedicated platform for experience sharing
on specific subjects will enhance collaboration”
(Armenia, KII LP1)

“It would be useful to establish a platform for financial ma-
nagers where they can discuss different cases and elabo-
rate on forecasting/modeling the situations with possible
legislative changes”

(Ukraine, FGD LP2)

© People in Need Armenia

“Establishing a platform for periodic idea exchange would
be invaluable.”
(Armenia KIl INGO1)

“They [LPs] need to be part of working groups because this
gives them exposure: they have the chance to share their

ideas and showcase their work.”
(Armenia, KIl INGO3)

14

Recommendation

Recommendation to
both LPs and INGOs

Beyond the typical challenges of risk-sharing between LPs and INGOs
described below, each partnership can benefit from developing a joint
risk-mapping and risk-sharing framework. This framework would serve
as a guide throughout the partnership lifecycle, from the co-design
of programmes to their co-implementation. It would facilitate the
proactive identification and collaborative resolution of problematic
issues, ensuring that risks are not merely delegated but actively
managed together. For example, such a framework could include
regular risk-mapping workshops where both partners discuss and rank
existing risks and potential threats in all risk areas.

1 5 People in Need | Summary, key findings and recommendations
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Recommendations

Recommendations

for LPs

Proactively take the lead in a
partnership by using existing and
inventing new methods of risk
assessment and mitigation. This
may include conducting basic or
deep due diligence of INGOs to
secure the LP's own reputation
and operational stability. It may
also involve advocating before
INGOs for flexible budget lines
that secure staff safety and ensure
the sustainability of operations.
Furthermore, LPs can explore
piloting  innovative models
like reversed consortia or sub-
granting schemes® These models
represent a tangible commitment
to shifting power dynamics and
LLA, granting LPs greater authority
and resources to make decisions
on critical areas, such as risk
mitigation. Thisformofrole reversal
also provides an opportunity for
mutual capacity strengthening by
shifting the risk and responsibility
profile for both parties. When LPs
assume the lead role, they gain the
experience necessary to navigate
high-level challenges typically
faced by INGOs, such as complex

16

donor compliance and financial
governance. Conversely, INGOs,
when operating in a sub-grantee
or Implementing partner position,
become practically exposed to
the immediate operational and
security risks traditionally borne
by LPs, thereby fostering mutual
understanding and  practical
learning. Regardless of whether a
formal risk-sharing framework is
in place, it is essential to keep your
international partners informed of
issues related to risk and seek joint
solutions.

The study does not include
detailed recommendations
specifically for LPs, as many of
the challenges identified can be
addressed by INGOs and donors.
The international partners can
adopt behaviours that are more
supportive of LLA, particularly
regarding  funding, capacity-
strengthening, and joint advocacy.
Forotherchallenges,acollaborative
risk-sharing framework can be
used as a platform to seek joint
solutions.

Recommendations

for INGOs

« Diversify engagements by expanding
activities with smaller, younger, less
visible civil society actors; testing new
collaborations; and exploring innovative
modalities that would empower CSOs
and help them better cope with risks

e To ensure the adequate identification
of potential partners, even in complex
security situations, it is necessary to em-
ploy innovative research methodologies
to fully explore the local environment
dynamics. This commitment is vital for
thoroughly exploring the local environ-
ment's dynamics and securing the ac-
curate risk profiles needed for effective
programme delivery.

e Apply tiered approaches to LP’s as-
sessment that would consider volatile
contexts; where possible, accept the
results of partners’ assessments con-
ducted by other INGOs.

¢ Inform partners about your securi-
ty policies, tools and other support
(e.g., Duty of Care for Partners) so that
they know what kind of resources they
canrely on.

e Invest into information security to
make sure you don't access to sensitive
information about partners, and if so,
that you handle it with care

e Maintain centralised communication
with LPs to provide comprehensive in-
formation and avoid confusions that
may put partners at risk (one focal unit/
person for partnerships).

e Simplify language, translate or use
local languages for trainings and meet-
ings to advance LLA and avoid risk of
misinterpretation

] 7 People in Need | Summary, key findings and recommendations



SI®

Risk-Sharing Frameworks in
Humanitarian Partnerships

A Multi-Country Study
on Equitable Partnerships

Contents

1 Introduction

2 Summary, key findings
and recommendations

3 Methodology

4 Overview of Findings
4.1 Risks faced by LPs

4.2 Risks faced by INGOs

e Lobby for donors to simplify heavy
compliance requirements and strict
policies, using evidence to highlight the
impact such requirements can have on
the capacities of local partners to oper-
ate effectively and safely.

e Advocate for multi-year, flexible
donor funding to support sustainable
and fair partnerships and enable con-
tinuous capacity strengthening of LPs.

e Offer capacity-strengthening oppor-
tunities for LPs based on their needs
and requests and facilitate capaci-
ty-sharing sessions with partners so
that they can enhance your risk man-
agement approaches and make them
more locally-led.

18

e Support digitalization of procedures
and tools used by partners.

e Promote the use of already exist-
ing capacity-strengthening platforms
that enables expertise sharing between
INGOs and LPs (for PIN, these are Civil
Society Now (CSN) and Indikit).

Box 2. CSN as
aresource to
strengthen CSOs
capacities, including
safety and security
aspects

https://civilsocietynow.org/

CSN is a digital product which gathers the in-
house technical, organisational and project
cycle management expertise of PIN into a
resource center and package of services that
contribute to CSO-led capacity strengthening.
One of the priorities of the platform will be to
provide tailored support to different categories
of civil society actors so that they can access
templates of risk mitigation plans and security
protocols, webinars, and drop-in sessions with
security experts.

1 9 People in Need | Summary, key findings and recommendations
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Recommendations

Recommendations

for donors

e Accept piloting of innovative ap-
proaches and, based on their results,
change grant policies to ensure do-
nors and INGOs can support diverse
civil society actors (including new-
ly-established, smaller, non-registered
ones) across different modalities.

e Accept INGO's application of
tiered approaches to LP's assess-
ment that would consider volatile
contexts.

e Promote among INGOs the con-
cept of Duty of Care for partners, en-
sure respective budget lines in your
grant programmes for, for example,
personal protective equipment, PSS,
and insurance for LPs.

e To ensure the operational capacity
and safety of local partners, simplify
heavy compliance requirements and
strict policies, or permit their contex-
tual adaptation in specific settings

20

e Offer multi-year, predictable fund-
ing models integrated in the human-
itarian-development-peace nexus, to
support effective local partnerships
and enable continuous, robust ca-
pacity strengthening and the sus-
tainable growth of LPs.

e Support flexible funding mecha-
nisms that allow for dynamic adap-
tations and enable LPs to respond
to evolving contexts and evolving
needs

e Allocate resources for capacity
strengthening systematically in all
funding models, prioritising flexible,
context-specific and tailored strat-
egies that foster the meaningful
and sustainable growth of local civil
society, recognise and integrate
their knowledge and capacities,
and  encourage them  tak-
ing leadership in addressing
local challenges.

21
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Methodology

Methodology

The core information was collected through different methods of PIN
engagements with its CPs based in Armenia, Ukraine, Zambia and Ethiopia,
and some other CPs that were anonymised for security reasons.

The design of the study, data collection and analysis, as well as report writing
was led by the PIN research and advisory team and supported by CP-based
colleagues. The study utilized a qualitative research method to capture
contextual data and allow exploring the complex relationships between INGOs
and LPs in humanitarian contexts. The analysis focused on synthesizing insights
from multiple sources to develop a comprehensive understanding of partnership
dynamics, challenges, and opportunities for improvement.

Data Collection Methods

The study used multiple data collection
methods to ensure comprehensive in-
sights and triangulation of findings:

1.Document Analysis: The research
team synthesised reports and inter-
nal summaries from the five countries.
These included capacity-strength-
ening materials, SOPs, partner as-
sessment records, and other relevant
documentation such the results of PIN
global Partner's Feedback Survey Re-
port (2024).

2. Klls and FGDs: In-depth interviews
and discussions were conducted
with 37 PIN staff members across
various roles directly or indirectly
working with local partners; 36 LPs'
representatives; and 18 members of
peer INGOs operating in the same
contexts.

3.Secondary Data Review:
The team  analyzed external
publications, provided by involved
country programmes.

2 3 People in Need | Methodology
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Limitations:

1

2)

Since the study utilised primarily
the qualitative method, the
prevalence of a specific risk, scale
of LPs affected by a certain risk,
popularity of some mitigation
strategy over others and further
statistical information were not
examined in depth. However, this
limitation was partly overcome by
using secondary data as well as
internal surveys such as PIN global
Partner's Feedback Survey Report
(2024).

While the study offers valuable
evidence for improving fair and
accountable partnerships, its
data, collected in December 2024,
does not fully account for recent
risks from the dismantlement of
USAID, which may require further
assessment.

25

© People in Need Ethiopia
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Overview
of Findings

4.1 Risksfaced by LPs

Overall, PIN's LPs express positive
feedback, noting the partnership
brings them a range of benefits. The
increased resources allow for broad-
er coverage and a greater impact on
people in need. Working with PIN has
also facilitated the transfer of knowl-
edge and technical expertise, enhanc-
ing the LPs' efficiency and quality of
operations. In addition, partnerships
with PIN have contributed to improv-
ing their reputation as LPs are often
perceived by donors and other stake-
holders as more credible and capable
when working with INGOs. However,
while partnering with PIN, as well as
many other INGOs, may bring CSOs
essential resources and enhance their
ability to address needs, it also comes
with certain risks for them, which are
detailed below. Risks may be catego-
rised in core risk areas being Safety,
Security, Fiduciary, Legal/Compliance,
Operational, Reputational, Information

¢ICVA. Risk and Humanitarian culture. 2020.

Ethical®. Some risk areas were exten-
sively elaborated by interlocutors,
while others received less attention.
This observation does not imply that
risks such as ethical or fiduciary con-
cerns were deemed unimportant, but
rather may suggest underlying power
imbalance dynamics. LPs may be re-
luctant to disclose internal ethical or
corruption vulnerabilities to an INGO,
concerned that the information could
trigger intensified scrutiny or poten-
tial disqualification from future fund-
ing opportunities.

It should be noted that some risks
are exacerbated by the environment
where LPs operate. In some volatile
contexts there could be no clear gov-
ernmental institutions to engage with,
whereas in other countries, budget
restrictions combined with complex
government registration procedures
make it difficult for INGOs to expand
partnerships effectively.

Source: ICVA. Risk and Humanitarian culture. 2020.

27 People in Need | Overview of Findings
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Safety and security

Risk and security management is a chal-
lenge for LPs in some, but not all, coun-
tries, particularly in volatile contexts.
Although PIN's rule is never to expect
partners to work in insecure locations™,
CSOsmayactattheirownrisk.InUkraine,
some surveyed LPs reported having to
navigate insecure areas alone, as they
felt their international partners' security
frameworks were irrelevant or too strict.
This forces them to creatively improvise
solutions to address urgent needs, such
as using crowdfunding to pay local staff
working within a 5-10 km zone along the
frontline, as donors would not provide
money for that specific purpose. LPs pri-
marily need support in areas that are dif-
ficult to report on, for example, funding
for drivers working in high-risk locations
and for the maintenance of often-broken
vehicles.

Although many Ukrainian LPs were
provided with personal protective equip-
ment, first aid kits, and robust security
training by PIN, CSOs mentioned the
further need for health, disability and life
insurance programmes.

In other volatile contexts, the chal-
lenges of remote management present
specific risks for local partners. Consult-
ed LPs have highlighted a need for great-
er confidentiality, as the operational
context requires a low-profile approach.

1 PIN. Global Policy on Duty of Care for Partners

28

They have also expressed a limited un-
derstanding of safety and security man-
agement policies. In Ethiopia, PIN's LPs
are primarily grassroots organisations
whose deep knowledge of the local con-
text and communities enables them to
operate in conflict-affected areas. How-
ever, these organisations generally pos-
sess nascent security capacities and
may lack formal security SOPs.

In Armenia, all surveyed partners ap-
preciated being actively and as equal
partners engaged in risk management
with PIN and in jointly discussing risks
and mitigation measures. In Zambia,
considering the relatively stable context,
safety and security risk management is
not a topic discussed with LPs.

In unstable environments, safety and
security risks often compel local part-
ners to operate with a low profile, main-
tain discretion, and build relationships
primarily on trust. This can make it diffi-
cult for an INGO to identify new partners
or fully understand their affiliations and
alliances which in turn limits opportuni-
ties for CSOs to partner with an interna-
tional agency.

One of the consequences of working
in such insecure environments, as high-
lighted by LPs, is the profound emotional
toll it takes on team members, who face
burnout, stress, and trauma. The constant

need to operate in dangerous areas,
make difficult decisions alone, and
improvise solutions without the full
support of international partners can
also lead to considerable psychological
strain and mental health challenges.

Another recurring issue mentioned
by LPs was the safety of humanitar-
ian cargo that can be damaged or
destroyed. LPs reiterated that there
should be adequate mechanisms
for dealing with such cases without
shifting the full responsibility for the
preservation of assistance in insecure
locations to partners.

The Klls and FGDs revealed that
LPs desire greater participation in key
discussions regarding the design and
implementation of joint activities, par-
ticularly on security. They also called
for more practical support from PIN
and other INGOs to enhance their se-
curity capacities.

Ethical

LPs have expressed frustration with
donor-driven agendas, where pro-
gramme strategies, funding priorities,
and calls for proposals are designed
without the meaningful engagement
or consultation of local actors. Some
LPs indicated that such partnerships
may limit their ability to provide ur-
gent assistance, given the discrep-
ancy between community needs and
planned project outputs, as well as
the constraints on reaching certain
areas.

LPs also noted that highly centralised
decision-making within INGOs can
prevent them from responding in a
timely manner to requests for emer-
gency support from their strategic
partners. In Ukraine, LPs raised con-
cerns that influential bodies, such as
UN OCHA, do not fully acknowledge
the real needs on the ground and
may disregard the local organisa-
tions who witness them. This issue is
compounded by the fact that LPs' de-
pendence on INGO partnerships for
funding can compel them to prioritise
donor-driven projects at the expense
of their own initiatives, as was noted
by one Zambian LP.
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Sidelining CSOs or excluding them
from a potential partnership

INGOs may prioritise larger, well-es-
tablished CSOs and demonstrate re-
luctance to test new partnerships.
Because of the demanding donor com-
pliance requirements (described in
more details in Compliance risk area),
INGOs often favor larger CSOs or CSOs
that have monopolised the response,
e.g. that are more visible, and overlook
smaller or newer ones. In Ukraine, for
instance, interviewed LPs reported
that while partnerships with INGOs
peaked in 2022-2023, in the immediate
aftermath of the escalation of Russia’s
war on Ukraine, establishing new part-
nerships has now become virtually im-
possible.

Many INGOs were reported, by both
LPs and peer INGOs, to rely on stat-
ic and outdated partner databases,
which limits opportunities for new
CSOs. Local authorities were also
noted for recommending only CSOs
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with which they have strong ties, rais-
ing questions about the fairness and
transparency of the selection and due
diligence process. In Ethiopia, LPs ex-
pressed frustration that newly estab-
lished CSOs have almost no chance
to emerge.

Although it's not a prevalent sit-
uation, LP can also decide not to
partner with a specific INGO. Some
LPs noted that although they do
not have dedicated due diligence
tools, they usually conduct a basic
assessment of INGOs they plan to
work with, thus mitigating risks re-
lated to the international partners'
reputation. This process often in-
volves checking an INGO's repu-
tation within the local community,
examining their past project history,
and consulting with other CSOs to
understand their experiences.

Funding instability

Funding instability complicates the work
of all CSOs and their engagement in in-
ternational partnerships; however, it af-
fects smaller local organisations in the
most critical way. This instability is often
a consequence of INGOs' reluctance to
enter into partnerships with these small-
er CSOs. Limited funding pools and other
funding restrictions also constrain the
participation of smaller CSOs. Lacking
specialised expertise, many CSOs cannot
effectively compete with INGOs for fund-
raising, leading to a stagnation where, as
one PIN interviewee from Zambia noted,
they are maintained in their current state
and unable to grow as an organisation. In
Armenia, the limited donor presence and
scale of available resources means that
access is restricted to a small number of
local actors, resulting in the competition
that often benefits larger, more estab-
lished CSOs and INGOs, thereby excluding
smaller or newer organisations.

In Ethiopia, governmental restrictions
on overhead cost recovery pose a signifi-
cant threat to the operational viability of
CSOs. Administrative costs are subject to

© People in Need Zambia

stringent caps, and many essential oper-
ational expenses, such as vehicle rental
and staff salaries are often categorised as
administrative by the government. This
affects CSOs' ability to operate and, as
one LP noted, requires a time-consuming
process of negotiation and persuasion
with authorities. These challenges are
compounded by other restrictive regula-
tions in Ethiopia that create substantial
barriers for CSOs to access international
funding or impose strict requirements,
such as mandating the generation of in-
come within the country.

Funding delays and cash flow gaps repre-
sent serious difficulties for all CSOs, with
a disproportionately negative impact on
smaller organisations. For instance, bank-
ing restrictions, delays in contract finali-
sation, or slow disbursement of funds by
donors or INGOs can directly impede the
timely transfer of funds to LPs, thereby de-
laying project implementation and activity
timelines. This has been reported by PIN
LPs in several CPs as having a fundamen-
tal effect on activity schedules and, conse-
quently, project effectiveness. As a result,
some CSOs were forced to advance staff
salaries from their own resources, which
risked their organisational stability. Some
LPs reported delaying the start of project
implementation until funds were received.
Furthermore, exchange rate volatility can
exacerbate financial uncertainty and chal-
lenge the operational viability of LPs.
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Undermining CSOs' capacities / not ad-
equately supporting CSOs' capacities
strengthening

Short-term, project-based interventions
often weaken capacities of CSOs. The
nature of humanitarian funding itself
challenges effective partnerships and un-
dermines LLA. Local leadership demands
strong local capacities in both operation-
al and technical areas.

In development and crisis-affected coun-
tries, the capacity strengthening of CSOs
is often contingent upon the support pro-
vided by INGOs. However, as humanitarian
funding remains predominantly short-term
and project-based, limited resources are
available for developing and implementing
robust, long-term capacity-strengthening
plans. The short-term nature of these proj-
ects also constrains the ability of CSOs to
sustain and retain qualified staff, which has
been highlighted as a major challenge by
LPs operating in unstable environments.

This is further compounded by two criti-
cal issues. First, LPs in certain countries
have demonstrated limited capacity to
both integrate new skills and transfer that
knowledge internally within their organisa-
tions, a challenge that has been noted as
affecting the effectiveness of the capaci-
ty-strengthening support provided by PIN.
Second, frequent staff turnover in local or-
ganisations, also linked to the short-term
nature of projects, compromises both con-
tinuity and institutional memory. While PIN
has developed strategic partnerships with
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CSOs in some countries, these efforts
are restricted by the short project cycles
and, in most cases, the absence of ded-
icated capacity-strengthening budgets
approved by donors.

Box 3. PIN’s Partnership
Investment Fund.

The Partnership Investment Fund (PIF)
is an internal PIN funding mechanism
designed to promote the development
of strategic, non-donor-driven rela-
tionships with local CSOs. Its intent
is to provide both flexible funding and
technical support to help PIN Country
Programme teams foster more impact-
ful partnerships. The fund's activities
span 4 Regions and 15 CPs, and include
global and local engagement. The PIF
is specifically designed to strengthen
management, accountability, and tech-
nical capacities of strategic local part-
ners.

Additionally, while INGOs play an import-
ant role in promoting LLA through local
partnerships, they also may unintention-
ally undermine it. By offering more com-
petitive salaries, INGOs and UN agencies
draw qualified professionals away from
local actors. This exacerbates existing
challenges related to technical capac-
ities and skills among local actors and
further hinders the ability of CSOs to de-
velop, strengthen their capacities and ex-
pertise, and take a lead in their country’s
development.

In Ukraine, the lack of qualified staff can
be further linked to the conscription law,
which makes it challenging for all hu-
manitarian actors, particularly for local
responders to find and retain male per-
sonnel. Consulted peer INGOs have also
highlighted this issue, noting that donors
and INGOs need to recognise that local
CSOs often consist of a very small group
of people whereby one person is doing
many things.

Surveyed LPs also noted that digitalising
their financial and procurement systems
would significantly reduce compliance
times, but that they lacked the upfront re-
sources to invest in such systems.

Lack of knowledge-sharing platforms
presents a challenge for some LPs, hin-
dering peer learning and internation-
al-local exchange. This ultimately limits
the ability to strengthen their capacities
and network with other organisations.
In Armenia, PIN's support for the launch
of a local NGO Forum was regarded as a
unique opportunity for specific sectoral
discussions among CSOs. However, con-
cerns were expressed that this initiative
might not receive long-term support. The
value of facilitating mutual exchange was
also confirmed by several peer INGOs
consulted for this study.

© People in Need Zambia
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Compliance

Strict and inflexible donor compliance
requirements impede the ability of CSOs
to engage in partnerships, particularly
given that many of these organisations
already operate with limited resources
and often lack thorough institutional
systems. In many humanitarian contexts
such heavy compliance measures are
often impractical or unfeasible. De-
spite these operational realities, donors
frequently continue to demand them,
creating a disconnect between donor
expectations and the on-the-ground re-
ality.

This challenge is exacerbated in vola-
tile contexts, where LPs operate under
remote management. Furthermore, the
rapidly shifting security landscape and
changing conflict lines create a highly
unpredictable environment, which makes
frequent donor audits particularly chal-
lenging for local partners. LPs operating
in unstable environments noted the irony
of donors and INGOs demanding com-
prehensive policy frameworks and proce-
dures from local actors without providing
the necessary resources to develop or
maintain them.

In Ethiopia, LPs reported difficulties in
meeting complex compliance require-
ments, citingtight deadlinesfordocument
submissions, limited human resources,
and poor connectivity as complicating
factors. These issues were aggravated
because the compliance process, was
often conducted virtually, a format which
proved constraining for facilitating the
proper, detailed discussion and clarifica-
tion needed with international partners.
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Demanding donor reporting require-
ments are a commonly cited issue that
disproportionately challenges local part-
ners. Smaller LPs, often operating with
limited personnel, struggle to meet the
demand for frequent, and sometimes
monthly or quarterly, financial and narra-
tive reports. For instance, in Zambia, one
LP noted the unnecessary burden of re-
porting requirements, which mandate the
submission of three different documents
for a single budget line on very frequent
timelines - a requirement often imposed
on PIN and, according to our LPs, direct-
ly by donors. In unstable contexts, con-
nectivity issues not only make regular
reporting challenging and expensive but
also add to the stress of already high-risk-
exposed staff. These frequent reporting
requirements can lead to delays in fund
transfers, which further compromises the
LPs' stability and operational capacity. In
Ukraine, infrastructural constraints, such
as irregular power supply and blackouts,
were reported to directly affect LPs' abili-
ty to produce and submit reports on time.

Stringent donor eligibility criteria, for
example requirements for official regis-
tration or a proven track record can sys-
tematically exclude newer or smaller CSOs
from accessing funding opportunities.
This practice has been reported in Ukraine
and Ethiopia, where it complicates the ap-
plication process for younger CSOs and
undermines their competitiveness against
larger, more established organisations and
INGOs.

These hurdles are intensified in contexts
where local realities run counter to donor
requirements. The need to maintain a low
profile in high-risk areas means that CSOs
struggle to meet heavy and inflexible com-
pliance demands. LPs have also reported
that donors may fail to recognise informal
money transfer systems, such as the hundi
system, or insist on contextually inappropri-
ate procurement processes, like requiring
three quotations when no local suppliers
exist.

These issues are further compounded by
bureaucratic administrative processes at
the government level, such as delays in
programme approvals or access green-
lights. These additional administrative re-
quirements impede the timely delivery of
assistance, negatively impacting program
implementation and quality, with cascading
effects on local partners and their interna-
tional counterparts.

Information

In the contexts, where CSOs should work
remotely or keep low-profile, information
security is paramount. As one CSO respon-
dent noted: "Sometimes, we clearly said
that we cannot share some documents. In
the partnership, it is not necessary to know
everything in detail. We also do not want to
know everything about PIN. Transparency
as well as confidentiality need to go hand
in hand where we do not need to learn all
the facts about one another throughout the
partnership." This perspective highlights a
critical balance between the need for trans-

parency and the imperative of confidenti-
ality, which is essential for CSOs operating
in high-risk environments.

Communication challenges continue to
affect partnerships in various countries,
with the risks of data loss compounding
these issues. Language barriers, for in-
stance, can hinder the effective participa-
tion of CSOs in coordination mechanisms
and information sharing. Inconsistent
communication also leads to the loss of
critical data, which can be further aggra-
vated in countries where English is not a
primary language, as reporting require-
ments typically mandated in English can
be particularly overwhelming. As cluster
meetings and other key platforms are
often conducted in English, CSOs are
frequently prevented from engaging as
equal partners. These meetings are also
commonly held in capital or major cities,
which are not easily accessible to CSOs
in remote areas and effectively exclude
them from participation.

Unclear and inconsistent communication
from INGOs, particularly the absence of a
single focal point, can lead to confusion,
data loss and information gaps for LPs.
For example, LPs cite regular challeng-
es in communicating with INGOs due to
a lack of a clear, single point of contact.
Furthermore, INGOs staff turnover is fre-
quently reported to harm relations with
LPs, as new staff require time to become
oriented, and LPs must adapt to new
communication and partner manage-
ment approaches.
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4.2 RisksfacedbyINGOs

Therisks that PIN as well as many other INGOs
face when partnering with LPs mirror those
faced by LPs but are translated in their reali-
ty differently (what is an operational risk for a
CSO, may be seen primarily as a reputational
risk for international organisations). They vary
whether they are internal (intrinsic to a spe-
cific INGO) or external (linked to the environ-
ment).

Safety and security

Security constraints, particularly in unstable,
conflict-affected contexts create complex ob-
stacles for INGO employees, who often share
the same socio-political reality as their part-
ners and may provide assistance alongside LPs
in insecure locations. INGO employees can be
exposed to similar physical and psychological
dangers as their local partners, including burn-
out, depression, conflict, and attacks while in
the field. The risks are amplified when employ-
ees are present in locations where their organi-
sation's strict security protocols may not be ful-
ly applicable. According to interviews with PIN
staff, INGO employees may be caught between
strict organisational policies and the on-the-
ground realities faced by their partners. This
can lead to ethical dilemmas, such as having to
enforce a security protocol that prevents them
from staying in a location and providing assis-
tance to people together with an LP, or witness-
ing a partner improvise unsafe solutions due to
a lack of funding.

Deterioration of the security situation can
hamper the quality and effectiveness of ac-
tivities implemented by LPs. For instance, in
Ukraine, intensified shelling and missile strikes
have forced local partners to suspend aid deliv-
eries and other vital activities in frontline com-
munities due to a lack of safe access. In Ethiopia,
a state of emergency in conflict areas can delay
project launches by weeks due to the need for
travel permits or additional security clearance.
These delays not only affect the timely delivery
of aid by PIN's LPs but may in some cases influ-
ence donors' perceptions of INGOs.

Furthermore, a worsening security situation
can disrupt the entire project cycle. In areas
that become too dangerous for in-person visits,
INGOs may be forced to switch to remote man-
agement, which complicates project monitoring
and oversight. In contexts, where PIN operates
remotely, the ability to monitor and support LPs'
activities in person is often severely limited or
impossible.

The lack of direct observation increases the
risks of miscommunication and errors in imple-
mentation. It can also lead to a disconnect be-
tween the project's design and the reality on the
ground, as LPs may have to modify activities to
adapt to the new security landscape, without
the ability to fully communicate these changes
to their international partners. Such situations
can also arise from disruptions in communica-
tion systems, such as blackouts or a lack of in-
ternet access.
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Limitations in human and technical ca-
pacities across the INGO sector, often
compounded by complicated partner-
ship assessment processes, impose
constraints on proactively searching for
and expanding local partnerships. Sim-
ilarly, there are operational constraints
on the ability to effectively monitor and
support existing partnerships, as these
efforts are inherently resource-inten-
sive. The required processes, including
partner assessments, due diligence
checks, organising capacity-strength-
ening activities, and conducting field
visits can create substantial pressure
on INGOs, particularly in those teams
that are already resource-strained.

Due to shrinking funding, INGO staff
sometimes perform multiple roles. The
lack of clear divisions of roles and respon-
sibilities not only creates confusion for
local partners but also complicates the
work of INGO's own teams. This internal
ambiguity can lead to inefficiencies and
hinder the overall effectiveness of part-
nership management.

Reputational

Inadequate capacities and the inability of
some LPs to meet strict donor requirements
are challenging for the LPs themselves, but
they also pose a major risk to INGOs. Any fail-
ure by LPs to comply with complex financial,
procurement, or reporting requirements can
threaten an INGO's overall reputation and its
relationships with donors.

Because of this reality, INGO may be under
serious pressure to ensure their LPs meet
these standards. For instance, in one CP, LPs
struggling with donor compliance have occa-
sionally made unauthorised expenses, which
forced PIN to provide extensive and consis-
tent oversight. This oversight, however, was
particularly resource-intensive and demand-
ing for the already limited PIN team.

Similarly, due to difficulties in meeting strict
compliance demands, some smaller and
newer CSOs have been unable to continue
their partnerships with PIN. In some cases,
PIN has shifted its strategy from partnering
with smaller CSOs, which presented cer-
tain challenges, to collaborating with larger
organisations that have proven to be more
stable and reliable.

© People in Need Ukraine

Following this path may be a difficult
decision for PIN, as it can undermine
LLA and complicate the process of
finding alternative ways to provide as-
sistance within the agreed timelines.

The inability of local partners to com-
ply with donor requirements, such as
delays, inconsistent, or insufficient re-
porting can disrupt project timelines,
leading to reduced efficiency and po-
tentially affecting PIN's reputation
within affected community and access
to future funding. Meanwhile, limited
technical, human, or administrative ca-
pacities among LPs can substantially
impact project implementation, affect-
ing both delivery and quality. In coun-
tries like Ethiopia and Armenia, PIN staff
have highlighted insufficient quality of
reports from LPs, forcing PIN to provide
extensive support and engage in fre-
quent back-and-forth communication
to ensure the reports meet at least an
acceptable standard.

Since PIN teams regularly provide ex-
tensive, sustained support, this creates
additional pressure on already limit-
ed staff and resources. This is evident
in Zambia, where PIN's LPs may un-
derperform and face implementation
delays, compelling PIN to follow up
with them regularly despite strained
human resources to avoid more severe

consequences. In Ethiopia, the PIN
team has noted challenges with the
quality of implementation among its
LPs dueto structural gaps. Thisrequires
continuous  capacity-strengthening,
spot-checking and technical support
from PIN staff, thereby increasing their
workload.

Financial complexities pres-
ent an additional layer of risk for
INGOs when partnering with CSOs.
As previously noted, delays in LP report-
ing can trigger delays in funds transfer,
which consequently affects project im-
plementation timelines. This cascading
effect often forces LPs, who typically
have insufficient human resources, to
operate under immense time pressure,
further impacting project implementa-
tion quality and outcomes. For exam-
ple, in Ethiopia, this dynamic created
specific situations where delayed re-
porting by LPs led directly to delayed
funds release, disrupting the entire flow
of activities and intervention timelines.

Some local partners have recognised
their potential to inadvertently transfer
specific risks to their INGO counter-
parts. These include financial and rep-
utational risks, which often stem from
deficiencies in programme execution
or a failure to adhere to stringent donor
requirements.
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Ethical

Navigating partnerships with po-
litically or militarily affiliated CSOs
can be highly sensitive and complex.
Such affiliations may pose reputa-
tional risks for INGOs, complicate
compliance with donor require-
ments, and even threaten opera-
tions. In volatile contexts, safety and
security risks require CSOs to oper-
ate with a low profile and use trust as
a starting point for any relationship.
This can make it challenging for or-
ganisations like PIN to identify new
partners and understand their affili-
ations and alliances. Understanding
local dynamics and relations be-
tween different types of responders
is crucial to addressing this risk and

making more informed decisions
regarding engagements with
specific actors. In Ethiopia, the
political involvement and lack of
transparency of LPs were also
noted by PIN staff as a risk.

This risk extends beyond con-
flict-affected, high-risk envi-
ronments. Unwisely chosen
partnerships could compromise
PIN’s relationships with govern-
ment and traditional leadership
authorities. Meanwhile, these re-
lationships are critical for main-
taining operational access and
ensuring PIN’'s acceptance and
impartiality.

© People in Need Ukraine
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