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1. Involvement in promoting a pro-poor 
agenda in policy dialogue   

 
To begin, I have to say that this is the first time that I 
have heard the specific term “Pro Poor Policy” – and 
having checked with my immediate superior in OCHA 
(United Nations Office for the Coordination of 
Humanitarian Affairs), I know that it is also a new term 
for him. Being on secondment to OCHA, I am of course 
working towards more sustainable solutions for people in 
distress, but does that mean that our work is specifically 
pro poor? In the case of Ethiopia, the government is 
trying to reach a point that the country can survive 
independent of foreign aid – so since 2003, there has 
been a strong thrust to implement poverty reduction 
programmes, and to move away from the pure 
humanitarian aid year after year. Huge progress has 
been made in this respect, particularly through the 
government’s Productive Safety Net Programme 
(PSNP), which is supported by all the major donors – the 
World Bank, USAID (US Agency for International 
Development), EC (European Commission), DFID 
(British Department for International Development), WFP 
(World Food Programme), etc. The programme supports 
public works, in order to protect and later develop the 
assets of chronic food insecure communities, for them to 
become independent. When the PSNP began in 2005, it 
reached 4.3 million people; by the end of 2006 it was 
reaching 7.3 million. Despite this, however, there are still 
an additional 3.1 million people in the country receiving 
humanitarian aid. Thus you can see that in this country 
of roughly 75 million people, more or less 10 million 
depend on externally provided support for survival.  
 
For me, the big issue in Ethiopia is that of internally 
displaced persons (IDPs), and trying to halt the slide 
towards them becoming completely destitute. The task 
of my team within OCHA is the practical one of ensuring 
that humanitarian aid reaches the victims of conflict and 
disaster, and that they survive. In my daily life, I am 
more a humanitarian fire-fighter than a strategic thinker 
on poverty reduction. 
 
2. Whose policy we seek to influence 
 
Having said that I am not directly involved in policy 
dialogue, I do have a certain influence. This is chiefly 
through the United Nations Development Assistance 
Framework (UNDAF) meetings, in which the UN sits with 
the government partners (all the line ministries) to 

discuss how to link humanitarian aid with long term, 
sustainable development. It is not me who sits in these 
meetings – it is the Head of Office or Deputy Head of 
Office of OCHA – but I feed information to them. If I 
analyse who I try to influence, it is 
• OCHA – since I am working within the organisation, 

it is here I try to bring my ideas and observations 
first 

• The Humanitarian Coordinator in the UNDP (United 
Nations Development Programme) (the head of the 
humanitarian UN country team) 

• Lower level government in the country. 
 
Ethiopia is a federated country made up of nine regions , 
themselves divided into hundreds of districts (woreda). 
The federal government tries hard to retain control over 
all activities in the country, but of course there are 
immense differences in conditions at local level. When 
working on the ground, we thus try to have an influence 
at the regional and woreda level – the issue always 
being that of the IDPs. The total number in the country 
varies at any one time, but is of the order of more than 
200,000. These IDPs are not the institutional 
responsibility of anyone; there is no government 
institution that is accountable for them, and no UN 
agency for that matter, either. In internal UN discussions 
in Ethiopia, It was recently decided (in 2006) that IDPs 
displaced as a result of conflict should come under the 
remit of the UNHCR (UN High Commission for 
Refugees), and those displaced through natural 
disasters, under the IOM (International Organisation for 
Migration). However, you can imagine that this is not an 
entirely practical solution. Often it is OCHA that has to 
cover the gaps. 
 
In supporting the IDPs, I have had various opportunities 
to influence policy, notably 
• participation in joint missions to the field 
• support for a UNDP pilot project 
• preparation and participation in a OCHA workshop 

which was organised together with the government 
Disaster Preparedness and Prevention Agency 
(DPPA). 

 
My participation in joint field missions has included ones 
with other UN agencies, NGOs, government units, 
bilateral and alone. The NGOs present here are 
numerous – MSF (Médecins sans Frontiers) (five 
different ones), SCF (Save the Children Fund), CRS 
(Catholic Relief Service), IRC (International Red Cross), 
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Oxfam, etc. One bilateral mission I did was with the 
Dutch ambassador; spending many hours together 
travelling gives a lot of opportunity for informal influence. 
 
The pilot project that I mentioned ran from 2004 to 2006, 
and was an integration programme for some 7,000 
IDPs. We learned a number of important lessons from 
that experience. 
 
The OCHA and DPPA workshop is important to mention, 
as it was a real attempt to 
• raise awareness of the IDP issue at the federal 

(country) level and 
• create a momentum amongst senior government 

staff to address the issue. 
We timed the workshop carefully, immediately after a 
regional workshop in Khartoum on IDPs, so that 
returning participants could share their experiences. 
Overall, the participation of middle level government 
staff was good, but we failed to generate involvement at 
the most senior levels. We then decided that perhaps 
what was needed was more facts and figures to raise 
awareness within the federal government (and donors), 
so in 2006 we tried to organise a national survey to 
identify who the IDPs are, from where they come, from 
what social background, their means of livelihood, their 
aspirations for the future, etc. However, although 
regional governments have expressed interest in doing 
this survey, and have even written formally to OCHA to 
this effect, to date we have had no response at federal 
level. Thus the survey has not been carried out. 
 
3. Choice of  policy or policy issues  
 
Of course we are guided by the humanitarian crisis, and 
the field reports that we receive. We also follow OCHA’s 
strategies – bearing in mind the priorities of OCHA and 
of the Humanitarian Coordinator to whom OCHA is 
providing support. 
 
Sometimes there are opportunities to develop new 
methodologies for the assessment of humanitarian 
needs, an example being the Economic Household 
Approach (EHA)  that is being developed by USAID. 
Less focused on crop production, it aims to assess 
livelihood strategies. OCHA is promoting this approach 
in the field. 
 
4. Knowing that an approach will be pro-

poor  
 
This is undeniably difficult. One of the major constraints 
is to know who are the ones most in need. For the time 
being, we have no tools or survey methods to identify 
such persons – and as I mentioned before, with regard 
to our proposed survey of IDPs, getting base line data is 
very difficult. Still, to be institutionally recognised if you 
are totally ignored and isolated is already something. 
 
5. The approach in bringing in a pro-poor 

agenda  
 
Our approach always is to try to support the Ethiopian 
government in taking the lead. Whilst I have mentioned 

that this is challenging, field level assessments can 
provide data to convince the government to become 
involved when such information is channelled through 
senior OCHA officials, or through another UN agency. 
 
6. Collaboration with other donors on 

policy issues 
 
The Swiss embassy is responsible for contacts with the 
international donor community (there is no COOF in 
Ethiopia). This is not my responsibility; I collaborate at 
the practical level with donors, not (ostensibly) at the 
policy level. 
 
Nevertheless, I do have donor contacts. One of the 
weakest points of humanitarian aid is the slow reaction 
time of the donor community in response to information 
about a developing humanitarian crisis. This can take 
weeks or months. In this regard, DFID came up with the 
idea of a joint Humanitarian Response Fund (HRF)  to 
be used for rapid deployment; this started in March 
2006, and is handled by a special group within OCHA on 
behalf of the Humanitarian Coordinator. We can use this 
fund to target IDPs – and in relation to this, my personal 
contacts with other donors (particularly DFID and the 
Dutch – also indeed the Swiss embassy) have 
intensified. I also have sporadic contacts at the highest 
level with USAID and ECHO concerning field issues (not 
the HRF) – particularly in relation to needs and gaps, 
coordination, security and specific issues such as IDPs. 
Personal networking is a good way to have influence.  
 
7. Tangible outcomes in promoting a pro-

poor approach  
 
Institutionally, we are trying to move from the “food aid 
first” mentality to promoting NFIs – non-food items. This 
includes, for example, the digging of wells, constructing 
latrines, promoting hygiene, supporting mobile health 
clinics for populations with no access to basic health 
care and thus providing vaccinations, pesticide-
impregnated bednets, etc. Malaria is a real problem in 
many areas, and bednets save lives. Similarly we try to 
reduce the spread of what is termed AWD (Acute 
Watery Diarrhoea) by the Ethiopian Government, by 
setting up treatment centres to isolate and treat cases.  
Undoubtedly we have an effect, but it is difficult to be 
sure that we are really reaching the very poorest, those 
in greatest need. We also try to support livestock 
production through animal vaccinations and health 
treatments. We are talking about a non-food safety net 
to address all these huge issues in a multi-annual 
strategy, not just on the basis of yearly campaigns. 
 
If I try to think of a concrete outcome, that of seed 
provision to flood affected areas – mainly around Lake 
Tana, and in South Omo along the Omo River – comes 
to mind. We provided the seeds in late September/early 
October, and will make an assessment soon. This is a 
new programme, and we are really hoping to make a 
difference with it. Definitely crop production has 
improved in the area, but I’m not sure how much of this 
was due to the seed provision in itself, which is why we 
are doing the assessment. Maybe there are lessons that 
can be learned. 



 

3 

 
8. Main challenges and main lessons  
 
I have already mentioned that the main challenge is 
bringing on board the federal government in a whole-
hearted manner. On sensitive issues such as IDPs, the 
challenge is to create alliances and partnerships to lobby 
the government without provoking resistance. 
 
I can list a number of lessons: 
• work to create partnerships and networks; be patient 

but don’t get fatigued 
• use opportunities as they arise 
• be self critical; make as full an analysis of the 

situation as possible to identify constraints and 
opportunities in the given context – and on this 
basis, define strategies where you want to go 

• ensure that decision makers at the highest level 
have accurate information and awareness about 
field conditions – this is crucial. 

 
9. An example of pro-poor policy influence  
 
For me, it is clear that you have to learn a lot before you 
can use your knowledge; the three years that I have 
been in Ethiopia have been a major learning period. I am 
just getting to the stage that I feel I can put this into use. 
For the future, I would like to use the HRF to kick-start 
projects for the IDPs – for a further engagement from 
other UN agencies and humanitarian partners, thus 
bringing in the government. This could be an example of 
pro-poor policy influence if it happens. 
 
 
 
Interview (by telephone) with: Jane Carter 
Bern-Addis Abba, January 2007  
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