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This first version of Guidelines for Field Information Management was prepared by the Field 
Information Support Project of the Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), 
United Nations during 2005. The document is based on the HIC Handbook, as well as inputs 
provided by OCHA colleagues in both Field Offices and Headquarters.   
 
This version of the guidelines was presented at the Field Information Management Training 
Course, which was held in New York in January 2006. Your comments on the document are 
welcome in order to further refine the content during the preparation of Version 2. Please send your 
feedback to: 
 
Brendan McDonald 
Field Implementation Coordinator 
Field Information Support Project 
Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) 
United Nations 
Email: mcdonaldb@un.org (cc fis-ocha@un.org) 
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OCHA 
Field Information Management Strategy 
 
 
Effective information management underpins the work of OCHA, particularly its coordination and 
advocacy functions. For example, strategic and operational decision making and prioritization 
require accurate and timely information; Information concerning the needs of affected populations 
and the capacities and locations of humanitarian actors is critical for coordination. Quantifiable 
information on the conditions and needs of affected populations – collected and updated on a 
regular basis and in a consistent format – is required for analysis. Humanitarian advocacy efforts 
must be based on objective, verifiable and reliable information. 
 
To address the ongoing weakness of its information management (IM), OCHA’s senior 
management has endorsed a strategy to increase the capacity of Field Offices to perform IM tasks, 
to improve standardization and support from headquarters. To date, OCHA’s efforts in information 
management (IM) in the field – some of them excellent - have been mostly ad hoc and poorly 
supported. In many cases there is little understanding of how IM can be used to improve OCHA’s 
effectiveness. These are some of the problems addressed by this strategy. 
 
 
The objective of OCHA’s new field information management strategy is to increase support to 
humanitarian actors by improving the capacity for decision making and analysis through 
strengthened collection, processing, and dissemination of information.  
 
 
This objective will be met by increasing OCHA’s IM capacity in Field Offices to strengthen the 
internal flow and management of information and to provide improved external IM services to its 
many humanitarian partners. 
 
Within the parameters of this strategy, for example: Internal changes include: 
 

• Mapping and standardizing information flow within OCHA to address the current 
perception of ‘black holes’ throughout the Office, from which nothing emerges; 

• Standardizing file structures and descriptions so all data can be effectively searched; 
• Introducing a system to regularly and securely back up all field data. 

 
External services include: 
 

• Promoting enhanced information sharing, and providing mechanisms to do so, to improve 
coordination and analysis; 

• Establishing a minimum standard of products to enhance humanitarian coordination, such 
as Who Does What Where (W3) databases; 

• Working with partners to standardize, to the extent possible within Agency specific 
requirements, the collection of data, focusing on geo-referencing and metadata; 

• Providing database and mapping services to those actors lacking their own capacity. 
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The most critical component of effective information management is the active participation of all 
staff in the process, from the Humanitarian Coordinator on down. Thus a major component of the 
strategy is to better define the role each staff member plays in the IM chain and ensuring they 
understand why it is important. For example: 
 
Collection 
 

• The Humanitarian Coordinator can support increased standardization of data collection 
within the humanitarian community through work with the Country Team and partners; 

• Coordination staff can directly collect data and advocate for common standards through 
their daily interaction with operational partners; 

• Information Officers regularly collect data and update it daily. 
 

Processing 
 

• Information management staff can add professional expertise for the electronic processing 
of data and work with partners on sharing regimes and standards. 

 
Analysis 
 

• The Humanitarian Coordinator and other senior managers must maintain the ‘big picture’ 
of the operation, define the information needed and add the context for analysis and 
decision-making. 

 
Dissemination 
 

• All staff can help disseminate information through their regular functions (e.g. coordination 
meetings, briefings etc); 

• Different platforms, formats and mechanisms including websites, CDs, situation reports 
and maps can be used by an OCHA Field Office to disseminate information. 

 
Capacity will be built in OCHA Field Offices through the creation or designation of Information 
Management Units (IMU), as an integral component of the office. The IMU will focus on both the 
internal and external activities required, while the exact functions of each will depend upon ongoing 
IM capacities and practices in the country. The IMU will not duplicate the work of others but will 
rather complement ongoing efforts by OCHA or others. The priorities for the IMU will be set by local 
conditions to best meet the needs of decision-makers in that country. 
 
The implementation plan for this strategy is to take place over two years, beginning in March 2004. 
In the first year, OCHA will develop the standardized applications (e.g. databases, software 
packages) required and will implement in five offices: Burundi, DRC, Senegal (Regional Support 
Office), Sudan and Uganda. Assistance will be provided to these offices in the form of experienced 
international consultants, applications, software and hardware and follow-up support. Recurring 
maintenance costs (e.g. staffing) must be borne by the OCHA office through regular resource 
mobilization efforts and so each IMU must be tailored to local conditions. 
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OCHA will undertake trainings and workshops, including the recently completed Global Field IM 
Workshop carried out in Nairobi, to improve understanding of the strategy and increase staff 
capacities. A ‘community of practice’ has also been developed to ensure that best practices and 
lessons learned are actively shared amongst IM practitioners. Too often staff in the field have been 
left to their own devices, unaware of the significant body of work and support already available to 
them. 
 
We believe that effective implementation of this IM strategy will see very real value added to the 
work of OCHA in the field, and thus to its very many humanitarian partners. 
 

OCHA Senior Management 
July 2004 

 
 

 
 

The ‘Field Information Management Strategy’, which was endorsed by OCHA Senior Management 
in July 2004, was drafted by FIS and presented to Senior Management by Mr. Opia Kumah, Chief 
of the Advocacy Information Management Branch. 
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1.0 Introduction 
 
 
Timely and relevant information is crucial to effective coordination. While IM has been called the 
‘fourth pillar’1 of OCHA’s mandate along with coordination, policy and advocacy, its crosscutting 
quality requires that it not be treated as a separate specialised function. Rather, it is a component 
that underpins every OCHA goal and activity, and thus a responsibility of every staff-member.  
 
1.1 About the Guidelines 
 
The Guidelines for OCHA Field Information Management provides guidance for managing 
information in OCHA Field Offices and Humanitarian Information Centres (HICs). In addition to 
describing general principles of IM, the Guidelines are largely intended to direct the information 
management activities of both OCHA Field Offices and HICs.  All OCHA staff should be familiar 
with these principles and mechanisms and their role in supporting OCHA’s coordination mandate. 
 
The Guidelines is divided into the following sections: 
Section 1: The Introduction briefly outlines the purpose and structure of the document. 
Section 2: Information Management and OCHA explains the concept of IM, how IM relates to 
coordination and decision making, and outlines IM mechanisms within (or in the case of the 
Humanitarian Information Centres, overseen by,) OCHA. 
Section 3: Structure and Role of an Information Management Unit (IMU) sets out the 
characteristics of an IMU, including activities, staffing, and relation to an OCHA Field Office. 
Section 4: Structure and Role of an Humanitarian Information Centre (HIC) sets out the 
characteristics of an HIC, including activities, staffing and relation to coordination partners including 
OCHA, IASC, and Humanitarian/Resident Coordinator. 
Section 5: Information Management Products and Services describes standard IM activities and 
outputs offered by an Information Management Unit (IMU) or HIC in the field. 
Section 6: Information and Communications Technology outlines the hardware and software 
infrastructure, and connectivity standards, which will be applied in an IMU or HIC. 
Section 7: Humanitarian Information Centre (HIC) Management Guidelines provides advice on 
how to set up and run an HIC in the field. 
 
An extensive list of annexes follows the main sections. In addition, throughout the Guidelines, 
excerpts from reports of the OCHA-sponsored Symposium on Best Practices in Humanitarian 
Information Exchange Final Report2 and OFDA/DFID’s An Evaluation of Humanitarian Information 
Centers3 are included to further illustrate best practices in IM. These excerpts apply equally to both 
OCHA Field Offices and HICs. 
 
Given the continuous developments taking place in refining and improving OCHA’s IM capacity, 
these Guidelines will be revised and updated on a regular basis. Feedback is welcome at fis-
ocha@un.org. 

                                                 
1 OCHA Orientation Handbook 2002 
2 See http://www.reliefweb.int/symposium/ 
3 See http://www.reliefweb.int/library/documents/2004/hicevaluation-24aug.pdf 
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2.0 Information Management and OCHA 
 
 
2.1 What is Information Management? 
 
The term ‘information management’ covers ‘the various stages of information processing from 
production to storage and retrieval to dissemination towards the better working of an organization; 
information can be from internal and external sources and in any format.’4  
 
Within this generic definition, there are various types and purposes of IM; the focus of these 
Guidelines is on IM in the context of inter-agency coordination and decision making with regard to 
humanitarian crises. 
 
Information forms the basis of both agency programming and inter-agency coordination. As such, 
the quality of information available to decision-makers is a crucial factor in achieving the objective 
of maximising the impact of collective response activities. IM is vitally important because it 
improves the speed and accuracy of information delivered, creating a shared frame of reference 
that enables decision-makers to co-ordinate and plan response programming based on best 
available knowledge of needs and a clear understanding of each organization’s capacity. 
 
Figure 1: The Information Management Chain 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: OCHA FIS (2005) 
 
Figure 1 represents the basic steps in the production of information products to support planning, 
decision-making and coordination processes.  Each step involves a range of actors performing a 
variety of roles, both technical and non-technical.   
 
Collection refers to those technical and non-technical activities that lead to the establishment of a 
body of data or information. In the context of OCHA’s mandate as a coordination body, this may 
include advocacy for inter-agency and/or multi-sectoral collect efforts and/or the coordination of 
partners in such a data collection or information-gathering exercise.  Normally an OCHA Office or 
                                                 
4 Association for Information Management 2005 (See http://www.aslib.co.uk) 
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an HIC will be engaged primarily in the collection of secondary data, that is, using data that already 
exists. The responsibility for primary data collection will in most circumstances rest with specialized 
agencies.  For example, UNHCR will normally collect registration data on refugees while the OCHA 
Office or HIC might hold statistics on the overall number of refugees, a demographic profile and 
their places of origin.  While in most cases an OCHA Office or HIC will not have capacity to 
undertake large collection efforts, staff will engage with other agencies undertaking such efforts to 
ensure compatibility through data standards (see Section 5.2.6). 

 
Processing consists of primarily technical processes that transform raw data (i.e. numbers) into a 
format that can be easily manipulated or combined with other data in preparation for further 
analysis.  This includes activities such as ‘cleaning’, compiling from various sources, and using 
established storage and archiving structures.  These functions are primarily, but not exclusively, 
carried out by information management staff within an OCHA Office (IMU), or a HIC.  
 
Analysis is the process by which data or information is aggregated and summarised for 
presentation. Analysis is carried out at two levels.  The first level involves basic statistical or spatial 
analysis using graphs, charts or maps to display the basic information.  Adding background, 
context or technical (subject) expertise is the second level of analysis.  An IMU or HIC will normally 
be involved in the first level of analysis while contextual or technical analysis might be carried out 
by OCHA Humanitarian Affairs Officers, experts from implementing agencies or policy specialists. 
 
Dissemination, the last step of the chain, puts information products into the hands of policy-
makers and planners at various levels.  Dissemination may be to a general audience or a targeted 
group of key decision-makers, in a variety of formats and through a range of mechanisms.  As with 
collection, dissemination is generally the task of all OCHA program staff.     
 
2.2 Information Management in the Humanitarian Context  
 
2.2.1 Humanitarian Crisis 
Most often, up-to-date and reliable information is scarce at the onset of a humanitarian crisis.  The 
crisis environment is characterized by high risk factors and the consequences of mistakes or 
delays can be disastrous (considering that the lives and well-being of people are at stake). 
Humanitarian staff may be under particularly strong pressure to act quickly in what are likely to be 
difficult security and living conditions. In many instances the conflict or natural hazard generating 
the crisis will simultaneously hinder humanitarian response (e.g. communications and power 
utilities may be cut or damaged, physical and/or security constraints impede access to 
beneficiaries). 
 
The crisis environment generally includes a large and diverse range of actors (including UN 
Agencies, international organizations, local and international NGOs, Government, donors, military, 
media actors) with differing mandates and capacities. The onset of a crisis is usually characterized 
by a large and sudden influx of agencies, many of which arrive with little or no prior in-country 
experience or capacity. For example, following the NATO intervention in Kosovo, the inter-agency 
contact list contained over three hundred local and international NGOs working in the province.  
 
A protracted crisis environment is one in which there may not be immediate large-scale 
humanitarian needs, but where the population includes highly vulnerable groups and the political, 
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social and/or security situation is extremely fragile. This kind of situation necessitates close 
monitoring, and IM remains critical in the ‘ongoing assessment of political, economic and social 
changes and the dissemination of this information to partners and donors….with the aim of 
ensuring timely and appropriate planning, funding and assistance delivery5’.  
 
2.2.2 Information in the Crisis Environment 
The objective of humanitarian organizations in crisis response is to alleviate human suffering and 
meet basic needs. Plans and operations to meet this objective will be based on information such as 
affected population numbers, locations, profile and needs, as well as contextual information 
regarding logistics, security, capacities and plans of other agencies etc. 
 
The effectiveness of any response is dependent on the quality of information available. However, in 
a complex and rapidly changing crisis environment, reliable, accurate and up-to-date information is 
often scarce and difficult to locate. Humanitarian missions, carried out in chaotic and fast-changing 
environments by multiple actors, often lack even the most basic shared information systems.  This 
means surveys are frequently repeated and the results not shared or effectively used. 
 
Although individual organizations bear responsibility for dealing with this issue, there are certain 
common information needs which can benefit the humanitarian community as a whole. In this 
context, a focal point for information sharing and processing, such as an OCHA Office or HIC, 
raises the efficiency of the humanitarian community, saving individual agencies time and energy on 
information sharing and processing, and providing a common platform of available information 
which facilitates collaboration.  
 
Box 1: Minimum Essential Data 
In the early stages of a humanitarian crisis there is frequently a lack of timely and accurate data.  
The acquisition of appropriate data and its early incorporation into the planning needs of the 
humanitarian response has been identified as a priority in a number of recent studies on 
coordination. 
 
Core datasets might include land cover, land use, urban plans, administrative divisions, 
demographic information, population movements, health and education facilities, etc. These 
generic datasets can be applied across a wide range of functions and sectors. 
 
The Survey of Surveys (see Section 5.2.4) and Information Needs Assessment (see Section 5.2.7) 
tools can be helpful in identifying what data or information exists. Where gaps are identified, the 
first and most important step is to secure the active participation of the major agencies in the 
necessary data collection activities and agreement that the entire humanitarian community will 
have access to relevant information outputs.  
 
The minimum essential data can be valuable beyond the initial response and may form a core part 
of the data infrastructure that the country requires for effective development and governance.  In 
addition the process by which the data is gathered can be the starting point for effective 
rehabilitation and reconstruction planning. 
 
FIS 2005 
                                                 
5 Association for Information Management 2005 (See http://www.aslib.co.uk) 
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2.2.3 Sensitive Information and the Security of Humanitarian Staff 
While the primary responsibility for the safety and security of humanitarian aid workers rests with 
host governments, the UN Department for Safety and Security (UNDSS) contributes to creating a 
safe environment by providing specialised security advice to the humanitarian community.  In 
general, OCHA staff does not disseminate security-related information to the humanitarian 
community unless explicitly advised by UNDSS.  As such, any information on security-related 
issues including maps of security phases, should be cleared by UNDSS before publication.  
Procedures for disseminating tools such as contact lists which could potentially impact the safety of 
staff should also be agreed upon with the humanitarian community in consultation with UNDSS.  
 
Box 2: Handling Sensitive Information  
 
The overall policy of OCHA is to make as much information as possible openly available. However, 
some humanitarian information may be sensitive to particular parties or place people at risk, and 
should therefore be treated accordingly. This kind of situation often arises in complex emergencies 
which involve conflict. For example, displacement routes and locations may threaten IDPs if made 
available to military parties to a conflict. 
 
Because each crisis is different (and changing), the type of information which will be considered 
sensitive is a matter of judgement. Security of staff, beneficiaries and civilian populations will be the 
primary criterion, and the political environment is also often an important factor. In deciding on 
which information is sensitive and how it should be dealt with, staff should take the advice of the 
information source, potential users, and consult with and follow the instructions of the Humanitarian 
Coordinator. 
 
2.3 Information Management and Coordination 
 
2.3.1 Coordination of Humanitarian Response 
As indicated in the previous section, the ‘humanitarian community’ encompasses a large number of 
entities, each with particular interests and abilities. They range from formal, highly structured 
governmental institutions, through specialist international agencies to independent non-
governmental organizations and concerned individuals. In an acute crisis, as these different types 
of relief stakeholders flood to the area, all under intense pressure to engage as quickly as possible, 
the characteristics of the ‘humanitarian community’ often mirror the fragmented and rapidly 
changing nature of the crisis itself. 
  
Acknowledging this, UN General Assembly Resolution 46/182 (1992) recognized the need to 
‘make more effective the collective efforts of the international community’, and confirmed that ‘the 
UN has a central and unique role to play in providing leadership and co-ordinating the efforts of the 
international community to…ensure the prompt and smooth delivery of relief assistance’.  
 

For humanitarian action to be effectively coordinated, there needs to be robust leadership within 
the UN system. This should come from a combination of the Humanitarian Coordinator, OCHA and 
the UN Country Team. It is only then that HICs’ potential for supporting coordination can truly be 
realized. 
 
Source: HIC Evaluation (2004) 
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The purpose of coordination is to enable humanitarian organizations to maximise the impact of 
their collective effort. In simple terms coordination output might produce a set of programmes that 
are: 
 
• compatible (avoiding gaps or overlaps); 
• targeted to the most in need; and 
• delivered in the most efficient and effective manner possible. 
 
Six facets of coordination have been identified 6: 
 
1) Avoiding duplication 
2) Taking coherent approaches 
3) Efficient use of resources 
4) Leadership 
5) Direction 
6) Strata (local, sub-national, national, international) 
 
The Humanitarian Coordinator, with support from OCHA and the UN Country Team, has primary 
responsibility for the structure and functioning of coordination mechanisms7. The impact on 
humanitarian response (measured in terms of the six facets above) will depend on their 
performance and the level of participation by humanitarian actors in the process. 
 
In practice, coordination is a complex process (joint analysis, planning and decision making; 
building consensus on goals and priorities) but the first step is to ensure that the relevant actors 
are at least working with the same information and that this is as accurate and timely as possible. 
Information is in this sense the foundation stone on which decision-making and 
coordination are based. 
 
IM increases the quality of available information, and this can benefit all the actors and fora, and 
therefore the above mentioned facets of coordination, above. However good information will not 
generate positive coordination per se; rather it is a tool for the use of coordination focal points and 
fora. It is in this sense that IM supports coordination actors and mechanisms.  
 

Box 3: Humanitarian Needs Assessment 
 
Humanitarian needs define the crisis response. Needs information is collected through 
assessments, and the collection and analysis of data is the responsibility of operational agencies. 
However, an IM specialist may support the process in a number of ways by providing: 
 
• guidance on survey design (to ensure the quality, type and format of data collected meets the 

user’s output needs) 

                                                 
6 OCHA Paper#1: Meeting of the high-level working group on OCHA, 13-14 May 2003. 
7 Donors, NGOs and Government also have responsibilities, both regarding internal coordination and participation in 
UN fora. 
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• technical advice on data processing and management 
• technical support to production of outputs for general distribution 
 
The OCHA Office or HIC may have other data which could assist in analysis of the information on 
needs. For example, linking the W3 database of humanitarian activity with information on 
humanitarian needs could produce very useful outputs (e.g. maps) showing gaps or overlaps by 
sector, area, agency etc. 

 

For an HIC to achieve its maximum potential it needs good assessment information. OCHA is in a 
natural position to provide this, and should take the initiative both in terms of promoting common 
assessment methods and leading rapid initial assessments of need. HICs should confine their role 
in assessments to advising on data capture… 
 
HICs have not been able to provide a quick analysis of the ‘needs and gaps’ at the beginning of a 
response. More thought needs to be given to how HICs and OCHA can work together on this 
critical aspect. 
 
Source: HIC Evaluation (2004) 

 
 
2.4 Information Management and Decision-Making 
 
Coordination relates to the process of planning and decision-making among organizations. 
Bringing agencies together to share and analyse information, and jointly develop response goals 
and strategies, coordination can also assist internal decision-making by providing the framework 
within which each organization can plan and execute its response activities. Therefore, by 
strengthening the coordination process (through providing ‘best possible’ information as shown in 
the previous section) the benefits of good IM practices at the inter-agency level flow through to the 
programming process of individual agencies.  
 
As illustrated earlier, IM is a sequence of linked activities, essentially taking raw data, compiling 
and associating it with other relevant data, and presenting this in a format designed to assist 
analysis, decision-making and action regarding aspects of a humanitarian crisis. As with 
coordination, IM does not in itself produce best-possible decisions or action; rather it supports this 
goal by providing decision-makers with high quality information products relevant to the situation 
under consideration. 
2.5 Information Management Mechanisms 
 
Recognizing the importance of information to the decision making and coordination processes in 
humanitarian response, OCHA and IASC partners are working to develop inter-organizational IM 
structures and capacity in the field8. This includes the following resources: 
 

                                                 
8 See http://ochaonline.un.org/Tools and Services/Information Tools and Services 
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2.5.1 Field Information Support (FIS) Project 
FIS is an OCHA project designed to assist in the development of systems that manage the 
collection, analysis and dissemination of operational data and information in the field. The FIS 
project, located in OCHA’s New York headquarters, is the unit within OCHA responsible for 
development, deployment and management of HICs (see Section 4.0) and implementation of the 
Field Information Management strategy. FIS also leads inter-agency initiatives, such as the 
Geographic Information Support Team (GIST), to establish common methods and standards for 
information exchange9. 
 
In 2004, the OCHA Senior Management Team endorsed a field IM strategy aimed at increasing 
support to humanitarian actors by ‘improving the capacity for decision making and analysis through 
strengthened collection, processing and dissemination of information’10. This strategy introduced 
the concept of an Information Management Unit within each OCHA Field Office (see below). FIS, 
as the implementer of the strategy, works with OCHA Field Offices worldwide providing IM training 
and standardized tools.  
 
2.5.2 Information Management Unit (IMU) 
An IMU is a functional business unit in an OCHA Field Office that has been created to strengthen 
the capacity of the organization to generate information products and provide standardised IM 
services. In smaller offices, an Information Management Officer (IMO) or another staff member will 
have similar functional responsibilities for IM as an IMU.  The draft Terms of Reference for an 
OCHA Field Office11 state that “every OCHA office will produce a minimum set of standard 
information products for the humanitarian community.” The precise specifications of the products 
and services will be determined by the characteristics of the emergency, office capacity, user 
demands, and the cultural context. 
 
See Section 5.2 for more detail on standard products and services. 
 
Unlike the HIC, because the IMU is part of the OCHA Office; its products, services and orientation 
are aligned to the objectives of the OCHA Office. The primary function of an OCHA Field Office is 
to support the Humanitarian/Resident Coordinator, whose IASC-approved Terms of Reference 
includes “collecting, analysing and disseminating information regarding humanitarian needs and 
operations to the wider community.”12  
 
For more detail on the roles, activities and characteristics of an IMU see Section 3.0.  
 
2.5.3 Humanitarian Information Centre (HIC) 
Humanitarian Information Centres (HICs) provide information services and products to the 
humanitarian community. By ensuring that relief organizations have access to the benefits of IM 
tools to assess, plan, deliver, co-ordinate and monitor humanitarian assistance, HICs aim to 
improve IM in relief operations, resulting in improved decision-making, coordination and ultimately, 
delivery of assistance. 

                                                 
9 OCHA Orientation Handbook (2002) 
10 FIS Field Information Management Strategy, endorsed by OCHA senior management 2004 
11 OCHA Field Office Terms of Reference (undated) 
12 HC Terms of Reference 
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In February 2003 the IASC endorsed the HIC as a common service13 in support of IASC 
organizations and the entire humanitarian community. As steward institution, OCHA takes a lead in 
HIC development, deployment and management on behalf of the IASC. Within OCHA, this 
responsibility rests with the FIS project.  
 
Initiated at field level to meet recognized needs in collaborative information exchange, the HIC 
concept was first developed in Rwanda in 1994. Deployments (under various names) include: 
 
• Pakistan (2005) 
• Niger (2005) 
• Sumatra (2005) 
• Sri Lanka (2005) 
• Darfur (2004) 
• Liberia (2003) 
• Iraq (2003) 
• occupied Palestinian territory (2002) 
• Afghanistan (2001) 
• Sierra Leone (2000) 
• DPR Korea (2000) 
• Eritrea (2000) 
• Kosovo (1999) 
• Rwanda (1994) 
 
The HIC concept has also been applied at the regional level in the Horn of Africa and Southern 
Africa.  
 
See Section 4.0 for more detail on the roles, activities and characteristics of an HIC.  
 
2.5.4 Comparison of IMU and HIC 
The overarching aim of an IMU or HIC is essentially the same: both seek to provide information 
products and services which will enhance humanitarian decision making and coordination, and 
therefore improve the quality and effectiveness of the response.  There are however some 
important differences: 
 
• HICs are a UN Common Humanitarian Service that are normally deployed only in large-

scale emergencies according to specific criteria, whereas an IMU is a standard functional 
component of most OCHA Offices. 

• The HIC’s primary client is the humanitarian community, whereas the IMU’s client is first and 
foremost the OCHA Office.  

• The HIC works directly with the humanitarian community, whereas the IMU supports the 
humanitarian community through the OCHA Office. 

                                                 
13 Other Humanitarian Common Services include: UN Security Coordinator (UNSECOORD), UN Humanitarian Air 
Service (UNHAS) and UN Joint Logistics Centre (UNJLC) are also common services 
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• The IMU is part of an OCHA Field Office, and reports to the Head of Office, whereas the HIC 
is an IASC-sponsored humanitarian common service and reports to the 
Resident/Humanitarian Coordinator. 

• HICs operate under a separate Cost Plan (budget) from other OCHA operations in country; 
whereas an IMU is included in the Field Office Cost Plan. Where an IMU and HIC exist in the 
same operation, special administrative and management arrangements may be created. 

• The rationale for creating an IMU in an OCHA Office is simply to facilitate the management 
of IM staff by centralising them in one functional business unit.   

 
See Section 3 for further information on the structure and role of IMUs and HICs. 
 
 
2.6 The Importance of Relationships 
 
Both the OCHA Office and HICs support all steps in the IM chain: they both receive data from 
collecting/producing individuals and agencies, processes it to produce information in a manner 
which facilitates humanitarian decision making and coordination and disseminates this product to 
users.  (Depending on the nature of the data and/or final product needed, an IMU or HIC may also 
undertake analysis.) 
 
In most cases, the sources for data used by an OCHA Office or HIC will also be the ultimate users 
of the products.  Because of the reliance on other actors for primary data, developing and 
maintaining strong relations with client organizations in the humanitarian community is perhaps the 
most critical element in determining the performance and impact of an OCHA office or HIC. Figure 
2 represents the principle of reciprocity on which information exchange largely rests: potential 
partners will be encouraged to share data if they ultimately see (or tangibly receive) a benefit for 
having done so.  
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Figure 2: The Virtuous Circle of Information Exchange 

 
 
Source: OCHA FIS (2005) 
 
When an IMU or HIC is able to add value to data/information by, for example, displaying it in the 
form of a map and returning it in a timely fashion to the agency/ies that provided the initial data, 
then the agency/ies are more likely to continue to participating in an exchange relationship.  If the 
circle is ‘broken’ at any stage, the process as a whole will ultimately break down.  Initially 
convincing partners to share data or information without being able to show an immediate benefit is 
a challenge which often requires creativity and strong persuasion skills.  Once a demonstrable 
benefit is achieved however, the process can quickly become self-sustaining due to a normally 
high demand for quality information products and services.  
 

Box 4: Best Practices for Developing and Maintaining Relationships  
 
No one organization can collect all of the data and information needed during a relief operation so 
cooperation among international organizations, local and national actors, and the media is critical 
to both the short term success and long term sustainability of both global and field based 
information systems. Partnerships encourage trust and commitment among stakeholders and allow 
information systems to remain objective, accountable and focused on common rather than narrow 
interests. 
 
Maximize resources by establishing partnerships. Recognize that data and information are 
collected and managed by a variety of actors including national governments, UN agencies, NGOs, 
the private sector and research institutions and that the contributions of these providers are crucial. 
 
Pre-establish inter-agency agreements and relationships at the national and local levels. 
Relationships should be established with appropriate agencies at the national level in high-risk 
countries prior to an emergency situation. Maintain an ongoing process of personal interaction to 
create partnerships for IM and exchange. 
 

Add value to information 

Disseminate 
quickly 

Partner sees net benefit 

Convince 
partner 
to share 
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Promote trust and transparency through linkages. Use distributed networks and neutral portal 
repositories to assist with information sharing, and promote linkages to avoid duplication of effort 
(e.g. provide websites, or areas on existing websites, where interest groups or ‘members’ can post 
information and collaborate). 
  
Engage local and national actors in information projects. Develop networks of local 
communities and national NGOs, civil society groups and the private sector and address the issue 
of local participation as part of overall emergency planning, monitoring and evaluation. Build and 
strengthen the national/local capacity in IM and exchange and promote the transfer and use of 
local knowledge. 
 
Partnering with the media can be an effective way of communicating information to the 
affected population. Use local and international media outlets to inform the local population about 
humanitarian relief operations. 
 
Source: Symposium on Best Practices in Humanitarian Information Exchange Final Report, OCHA 
(2002) 
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3.0 Structure and Role of an 
OCHA Information Management Unit (IMU) 
 
 
3.1 IMU Role and Activities 
The purpose of an IMU is summarized as providing improved capacity for analysis and decision 
making by OCHA and other humanitarian actors through strengthened collection, processing and 
dissemination of information. 
 
The structure and role of an IMU is dependent on the context of the emergency as well as the size 
of the OCHA Field Office. An IMU facilitates IM activities within a larger Field Office by centralizing 
the management and administration of the IM functions within a single unit. In smaller offices, there 
may not be a requirement for an IMU per se, with the IMO or designate taking on a range of IM 
responsibilities. 
 
Role 
Within an OCHA Field Office, the IMU will provide the technical support necessary for the 
production of the information products listed below.  The size and staff profile of an IMU will vary 
depending on the size and needs of the Field Office but will normally consist of at least one 
national or international Information Management Officer and technical support staff.    
 
Although the processing of data and information into basic information products will take place 
primarily within the IMU, the collection, processing, analysis and dissemination of information is an 
Office-wide responsibility involving many staff members. 
 
The IMO will establish and maintain data and information-sharing relationships within the 
humanitarian community and with relevant governmental bodies to promote common data 
standards and advocate for open exchange of data and information.   
 
Information Products 
An OCHA Field Office is required to produce a minimum set of standard information products for 
the humanitarian community.  Although every office will produce the same set of standardized 
products, it is expected that the scope of the information product and the frequency with which it is 
produced will be determined in the field by user needs and demands and the capacity of the office.   
 
The minimum set of standardized information products to be produced or made available by an 
OCHA Field Office are: 
 
• Contact directory of individuals, entities and key government authorities involved in 

humanitarian response 
• Meeting schedules, agendas and minutes of coordination meetings chaired by the 

Humanitarian Coordinator or OCHA 
• Who does What Where (3W) information 
• Inventory of relevant documents on the humanitarian situation, i.e. mission reports, 

assessments, evaluations, etc. 
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• Inventory of relevant data sets on the humanitarian situation 
• Data on the humanitarian requirements and contributions (FTS) 
• Briefing Kit 
• A country-specific humanitarian web-portal hosted on OCHA On-line (http://ochaonline.un.org) 
• Common Humanitarian Action Plan (CHAP) and Consolidated Appeal Process (CAP) 

documents  
• OCHA Situation Reports  
• Relevant maps  
 
Activities 
Under the direction of the OCHA Head of Office, and in close collaboration with other staff, an IMU 
undertakes the following tasks: 
 
a) Determine the primary data and information elements required to produce the standardized 

OCHA information outputs and support core OCHA functions (i.e. CAP, contingency planning, 
etc.)  

b) Design and manage data/information collection plans for baseline and context-specific data 
required by (a) 

c) Support the Office in the analysis of processed data and information 
d) Design and implement a structured dissemination plan for all information products and services 
e) Support promotion of data and information sharing within the humanitarian community as well 

as the adoption of global data standards, and where appropriate, the establishment of country-
specific common data standards 

f) Promote adherence to OCHA’s information management standards 
 
In addition, an IMU provides additional IM services to support the needs of the OCHA Office and 
where appropriate, the wider humanitarian community.  These services include, but are not limited 
to: 
 
a) Maintenance of the Field Document Management System (FiDMS)  
b) Maintenance of a full, secure and structured back-up of data from the OCHA Office and 

projects in country, including the synchronization of data and documents between the Office 
and HQs via FiDMS and Maps-on-Demand 

c) Technical advice and support to inter-agency or other significant external data collection 
exercises 

 
See Section 5 for further details on information products and services. 
 
3.2 Structure of an IMU 
As mentioned previously, in smaller OCHA Field Offices there may simply be one IMO responsible 
for IM activities. In a larger Field Office, the structure and number of positions may vary; however, 
typical posts would include an IMO/Head of IMU (international), GIS Officer (national), and 
Database Developer/Data Entry Clerk (national) in addition to supporting ICT staff (national). 
 
See Annex B for the Scope of Work for an OCHA IMU. 
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4.0 Structure and Role of a Humanitarian 
Information Centre (HIC) 
 
 
4.1 HIC Role and Activities 
The role of the HIC is to provide support to the decision-making process of and among 
humanitarian organizations. This has been elaborated into the roles, activities and characteristics 
below, which form part of the HIC Concept Document endorsed by the IASC in 2004. 
  
1: A space (physical or virtual) where the humanitarian community can access information 
resources in order to make knowledgeable decisions about their work. 
 
Related Activity 
• Provide physical space for the humanitarian community (include meeting space, mailboxes, 

notice-boards and connectivity for humanitarian actors) 
 
2: A provider of information products and services that enable the humanitarian community to 
deliver assistance more effectively, following principles of good practice in IM. 
 
Related Activity 
• Provide orientation material to humanitarian actors, either in written, graphic and/or verbal form 
• Provide a range of information services such as maps, contacts lists, meetings schedules etc 
• Collect and maintain data on Who does What Where in the humanitarian community 
• Collect and maintain data for a Survey of Surveys to develop a master list of assessments 

planned, underway and completed by all partner agencies 
• Data on the humanitarian requirements and contributions (FTS) 
• Develop and deploy Geographic Information Systems in key humanitarian sectors product 
 
3: A focal point for data collection, analysis and dissemination in support of the provision of 
humanitarian assistance, developing and supporting data standards. 
 
Related Activity 
• Collect, maintain and make available a range of data sets from all sources, processing and 

disseminating this data as appropriate to support humanitarian operations 
• Develop and promote standards to facilitate data and information sharing 
• Establish FiDMS to support storage and retrieval of relevant documentation relating to the 

emergency and the humanitarian response 
 
4: A facilitator for initiatives and activities related to IM in the field, particularly in collaboration 
between/among other humanitarian actors in support of existing Coordination structures. 
 
Related Activity 
• Create a framework and strategy for IM in the field, liaising with other organizations 
• Advise other organizations on IM issues 
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• Provide technical support to improve of the IM capacity of the humanitarian community, 
including working with key partner organizations 

• Engage with local actors to support and develop existing information infrastructures  
 
5: An advocate for a culture of information-sharing in the humanitarian community, 
generating awareness of good practice and making it possible for agencies to develop common 
standards and practices in the field. 
 
Related Activity 
Advocacy for information sharing is an integral part of the activities, products and services of an 
HIC.  
 
The relationship with OCHA in the field is critical for an HIC to perform to its maximum potential. 
Ideally HICs should form an interface between the Coordination hub and the wider humanitarian 
community. OCHA needs to support and enable the HIC without subsuming it. Codifying this 
relationship in detail would help those in the field to manage this balancing act. 
 
Source: HIC Evaluation (2004) 
 
 
4.2 Structure of an HIC 
 
An HIC consists of international and national managerial, administrative, technical liaison and 
support staff.  The number of positions will vary according to the size of deployment but normally 
includes: 
 

• Manager 
• Data Coordinator (Deputy Manager) 
• GIS Officer 
• Liaison Officer  
• An ICT Officer 
• Database Developer/Manager 
• GIS Assistant 
• Administrative/Finance Assistant 
• Receptionist 

 
Further discussion on management of an HIC is found in Section 7.0. 
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Box 5: Characteristics of an HIC 
 
Humanitarian Information Centres: 
 
• are a common resource of the humanitarian community.  
• are an integral part of the Coordination structure, seeking to avoid duplicating existing 

initiatives and maximizing resources.  
• work in partnership with specialized agencies to support, if required, sector-specific work.  
• are demand driven. They must serve operational and strategic needs and seek feedback from 

users to ensure that products and services meet the needs of customers, and adapt those 
outputs accordingly.  

• are service oriented, open access projects that create a link between technical staff and non-
technical users.  

• encourage participation by local, national and international actors.  
• develop (with HIC partners) a phase out and transition strategy from the onset of operation 

to link with reconstruction, rehabilitation and development activities.  
 
Source: HIC Concept Document (2004) 
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5.0 Standard Information Management 
Products and Services 
 
 
Both OCHA Offices and HICs provide the information products and services described in this 
section.  In those countries where both exist simultaneously, responsibility for data collection and 
production of information products will likely be shared between the two.  Where an HIC does not 
exist, an OCHA Office may limit the extent to which it offers IM services to the humanitarian 
community depending on staff capacity.   
 
5.1 Standard Products 
 
5.1.1 Contact Directory 
 
Purpose and description 
The Contact Directory is a kind of ‘telephone book’ for humanitarian and other organizations 
involved in the crisis, and includes for example: 
 
• UN Agencies and Missions 
• NGOs (national and international) 
• Government Offices 
• Donors 
 
It is intended to facilitate communication between organizations by providing the necessary contact 
coordinates. Contents would typically include: 
 
• Organization Name 
• Physical address (may have multiple field locations) 
• Office Telephone, Fax, Email 
• Key staff titles and names, telephone number(s), email 
 
Note that the Contact Directory often contains potentially sensitive information such as addresses 
and mobile phone numbers which is publicly (and widely) distributed. Consequently, inclusion in 
the directory, and the level of detail reported, should always be done with the prior knowledge 
consent of the organization. 
 
Collecting base data 
Initial data for the Contact Directory can be obtained through coordination meetings, through a 
public information provision site such as an HIC or through direct request to organizations.  
Collection materials should make clear the purpose of the request and the extent to which it will be 
made public (e.g. available via a website).   
 
In practice, ensuring that the directory is complete and up-to-date requires regular attention. A focal 
point for obtaining and verifying contact information should be established with each organization.  
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The Contact Directory itself should clearly indicate the procedure for updating information and lists 
should be regularly disseminated to listed agencies with requests for corrections.  
 
Processing 
The Contact Directory should be processed using OCHA’s standardised 3W application.  In smaller 
offices it can be developed initially as a spreadsheet to ensure easy organization and updating.  
This can later be exported to the 3W database as long as the fields are consistent.  In choosing an 
application for processing, a spreadsheet allows progressively more sorting and presentation 
options than, for example an MS Word table.   
 
Note also that much of the base data for the Contact Directory is related to the ‘Who’ section of a 
Who What Where (3W).  
 
Dissemination 
The Contact Directory should be disseminated in several ways: 
 
• Printout – available at the OCHA Office and/or HIC  
• Printout – disseminated through Coordination fora (Sector meetings, NGO meetings etc) 
• Email – to all email addresses on the Contact Directory 
• Website 
 
Best practices require the Contact Directory to be updated and disseminated on a predictable and 
regular basis, e.g. the first Monday of every month. 
 
Most respondents in the field, and particularly the NGO community, showed a strong appreciation 
of the Coordination/orientation products. 
 
Source: HIC Evaluation (2003) 
 
Application: Contact Directory 
During 2005 OCHA FIS developed a standardized Contact Directory (Figure 3) that is linked to the 
3W. The application provides a user-friendly interface that allows advanced searches using a 
range of fields in addition to generating a series of reports. The Contact Directory is integrated 
within the Field Website Template, allowing partners full access to all data entered in the linked 
3W/Contact Directory application. 
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Figure 3: Contact Directory 
 

 
 
5.1.2 Meeting Schedule 
 
Purpose and Description 
OCHA offices and HICs provide a service to the humanitarian community by compiling, processing 
and disseminating information on coordination meetings. The Meeting Schedule is a simple yet 
very useful Coordination tool consisting of the timing, location and function of meetings to be held 
either in a specified period or on an ongoing basis. The Meeting Schedule is particularly useful in 
helping newcomers to identify necessary coordination fora. 
 
Collecting base data 
The key source will be the agency chairing each meeting. Collecting information will involve 
identifying an appropriate contact focal point in the chairing organization and maintaining contact to 
gather and regularly update information on forthcoming meetings.  In principle, a meeting schedule 
should only include those meetings which are open to all agencies and avoid listing meetings for 
which participation is restricted. 
 
Processing 
Once the data is gathered, the Meeting Schedule can be organised and presented in calendar or 
diary form (i.e. tabulated by day/date, with the time, location or sectoral focus) of each meeting 
listed beneath). Because of the possibility of late or repeated amendments, the Meeting Schedule 
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should be in a format which is easily updated.  In selecting an application, a word-processing table 
or spreadsheet is usually adequate. 
 
As with the Contact Directory, in practice, maintaining the Meeting Schedule requires regular 
attention. In an emergency period, the days, times and venues for meetings can change frequently 
at the discretion of participants.  In this environment, users should be encouraged to contact 
meeting chairs to verify dates, times and locations before attending. 
 
Dissemination 
Again, due to the possibility of constant amendment, the Meeting Schedule should be 
disseminated in a consistent and predictable manner so that users have immediate access to the 
latest version. Posting the (clearly-indicated) latest version of the schedule on public notice 
board(s) and/or a website are two methods for wide distribution.  A regular update (e.g. weekly) of 
the Meeting Schedule could also be distributed in hard-copy form (at meetings, OCHA/HIC office, 
Agency pigeon holes) and by email (through Contact Directory). A system for alerting users to 
subsequent changes (e.g. email alert) might also be developed. 
 
Figure 4: Who does What Where (3W) 
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5.1.3  Maps 
 
Purpose and Description 
Much humanitarian data has a geographic component, and maps are a very effective means of 
communicating a large amount of data in a simple form.  Maps complement other information very 
well - street plans of the capital can complement the Contact Directory by showing office locations; 
topographic maps of the country supports the available background information; administrative 
boundary maps help people to understand the political and social set-up of a region. 
 
A map is useful for showing the location or coverage of attribute such as villages, roads or facilities.  
Mapping can range from hand-drawing on a blank sheet of paper to using Geographic Information 
Systems (GIS) to develop analytical maps showing multiple characteristics (see Section 5.2.3). 
While GIS mapping can be extremely useful and is a spectacular presentation tool, it is also 
resource and time intensive. For many types of data, and particularly at the onset of an emergency 
when base data is often incomplete and/or changing rapidly, quick and simple maps are both 
practical and effective.     
 
In the early stages of an emergency, organizations found basic maps showing geography, 
settlements, roads, IDP/refugee locations and offices very useful….It was noted several times that 
these maps do not have to be produced using a GIS or a plotter. Many agencies could get by with 
map images on A3 paper. 
 
Source: HIC Evaluation (2004) 
 

 
Depending on the local availability, basic maps to be made available through the HIC might 
include: Route Maps, Administrative Divisions, Topographic Maps, City Plans, Demographics 
(population numbers and breakdowns), Land Cover and Land Use 
 
The following are examples of base data which may be suitable for basic maps: Beneficiary 
locations (if geographically concentrated), Border points, Security phases, Agency locations, 
Access/delivery routes, Warehouses, Health centres and schools 
 
Collecting base data 
Maps are a form of presentation of data so the base data to be collected will depend on the output 
map desired. For example, for an output map showing the locations of agency offices, the source 
data would come from the Contact Directory and a local street map. For an output map showing 
locations of refugee concentrations, the source data would likely come from UNHCR while for an 
output map showing relevant UN security phases the information source would be UNDSS. 
 
Processing 
In some instances, maps showing required characteristics (e.g. routes, border points) may be 
already available from government offices or commercial sources in either hard or soft form. In this 
case no further processing is necessary.  Required thematic characteristics may be added to 
existing map (either by hand on hard-copy, or by input on simple mapping program). For instance, 
agency office locations, warehouses, refugee/IDP concentrations or security phases may be 
marked on an existing map.   
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Dissemination 
Methods for dissemination of maps include printing or photocopying maps, distributing them at 
meetings, through agency mailboxes (where available) and on demand at the OCHA/HIC location.  
Electronic copies (scanned versions of hard copies or digital images) can also be uploaded to a 
website for widest possible dissemination although many agencies may lack printing facilities to 
adequately reproduce larger images.  Because of the large size of most digital map files, these 
should only be distributed via email upon request to avoid overloading email systems. Maps should 
also normally be submitted to ReliefWeb (www.reliefweb.int).  
 
Application: Maps-on-Demand 
Maps-On-Demand supports OCHA's information management capacity through the progressive 
deployment of geographic information tools. Initially, Maps-On-Demand will provide a geospatial 
metadata catalog called GeoNetwork Open Source. GeoNetwork facilitates the consolidation, 
organization, storage and distribution of OCHA's geospatial data assets (i.e. GIS files and maps). 
This password-protected online common geospatial data repository eases the upload, description, 
discovery, display and retrieval of OCHA’s geospatial data resources using a tool that is 
increasingly becoming a standard among UN agencies. Consequently, by being a node on the 
GeoNetwork network, OCHA staff can also harvest geospatial data and information from other 
metadata catalogs maintained by FAO, WFP, UNEP, WHO, CGIAR and agencies of a number of 
member states. The GeoNetwork community website is at http://geonetwork.fao.org/ 
 
 
5.1.4 Briefing Materials 
Briefing humanitarian actors has been one of the most valued services provided by OCHA Field 
Offices and HICs. Particularly important in a crisis period or its immediate aftermath are logistics 
information (e.g. access routes, stock levels and status of supply pipelines, road conditions) and 
security reports that give more in-depth context and analysis than briefings provided by Security 
Officers.  
 

Box 6: The Humanitarian Briefing Pack 
 
Orientation materials are essential for humanitarian aid workers, both before and during their 
mission.  A standard orientation pack, collecting together key documents ready for presentation to 
clients, is a valuable service which the OCHA office/HIC can provide. In addition, orientation packs 
are an opportunity to publicize its presence, products and services. 
 
The Humanitarian Briefing Pack is a way of disseminating various information products collected 
and/or produced by the OCHA Office/HIC. It should be available in hard-copy and electronically, 
e.g. on Compact Disc or downloadable from the website/via memory stick. 
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Generally there are three types of orientation material: 
 
• Country Background: reports, security updates, demographic data, maps 
• Humanitarian Background: Situation Reports, assessment reports 
• Coordination Issues: meeting schedules, contact directory 
 
Humanitarian Briefing packs should include: 
 
1. Welcome note from the Humanitarian Coordinator 
2. City/Country Maps 
3. Security map 
4. Meeting schedule 
5. Contact list 
6. Background papers (IDPs, Gender) 
7. Current FTS tables 
 
Materials in the pack should be: 
 
• Clearly dated and sourced 
• Accurate to the best knowledge of the project staff 
• Presented in an appropriate form (whether electronically or in hard-copy) 
• Updated regularly to ensure that information is current 
• Augmented as new documents become available 
 
5.1.5 Who does What Where (3W) 
 
Purpose and Description 
• The 3W records and presents humanitarian response activities categorised as follows: 
• WHO - Identity of organization undertaking the activity  
• WHAT - Type of activity  
• WHERE  - Location where activity is undertaken  
 
• Because the 3W tracks the humanitarian response in detail and can present the information at 
various levels of detail from operational to strategic overview, it can be useful in a variety of ways: 
• as an overview of the humanitarian response 
• as a tool for identifying gaps and duplications in the response programs 
• as a tool for sectoral analysis and coordination 
• as a tool for identifying synergies between organizations and activities 
 
Collecting Base Data 
Unlike the Contact Directory, Meeting Schedule, Orientation Maps or Briefing Pack, the 3W 
collates information on the humanitarian response. Gathering this information involves a significant 
investment of resources, and will require a collective effort led by HIC and OCHA staff with the 
active participation of sector lead agencies, coordination focal points and donors. Therefore, 
considerable resources need to be given to determining what 3W information you require and why. 
 
Before starting the process it is recommended that the support of major actors - donors, co-
ordinating agencies, large NGOs be assured - by explaining the purpose, utility and requirements 
of setting up a 3W. The next step is to undertake the same process with the broader humanitarian 
community, for example by making presentations at the primary Coordination fora (e.g. donor 
forum, UNCT, NGO meeting). 
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The contents of a 3W database are generally collected and input on the basis of projects. The 
primary sources of project data will be the implementing organizations, co-ordinating agencies and 
donors.   
 
It is often appropriate to start collecting data at the donor level, because as the sources of funding, 
they can provide a large amount of program information quickly (if this information is input 
immediately, the broad parameters of the humanitarian response can be presented and 
disseminated as an initial output). Coordination fora (e.g. sectoral and/or area Coordination groups) 
will also often be a valuable information sources and interested users of 3W output. 
 
Note that at the outset of a crisis, the information obtainable may be relatively general (e.g. sector 
and/or province level) while later on more detail becomes available (e.g. sub-sectors and/or village 
level). The primary practical consideration is to collect and quickly present whatever information is 
available at the time. Although 3W data collection forms can be easily and widely distributed for 
completion and submission by participating agencies; in practice a significant investment of time 
and effort will be required by OCHA and/or HIC staff in follow-up with Coordination focal points and 
agency staff to finally obtain information.  Staff should, in the first instance, seek to generate 3W 
information based on data obtained from selected key informants and from coordination fora. 
 
Maintaining the 3W, requires regular updating to include new or changed information. As for initial 
input, checking with donors is an efficient way of keeping track of developments regarding projects 
which are completed, amended, planned and newly funded. Because donors, co-ordinating 
agencies and implementers are dealing with the same projects, the information these sources 
provide will often overlap. For example, ECHO might provide funding to international NGO 
partners, who in turn contract local implementing partners. Guidelines for data submission need to 
be clearly communicated to ensure projects are not ‘double counted.’  Information should be 
regularly cross-checked to eliminate duplication. 
 
For collection, the principle is to gather only the data that is required to support the effective 
coordination of the response. In practice this means that the 3W requires almost constant updating. 
Note also that in terms of output reports, the database can only accurately report to the lowest 
common denominator i.e. greatest level of detail common to the data available. Early outputs such 
as a Sectoral Matrix should be produced as soon as possible. A fully detailed, complete and 
accurate 3W database is unlikely ever to exist in practice. 
 
The WHAT section of the 3W records activities that are being planned or undertaken on the 
ground, often grouped and classified by Sector and/or sub-Sector. Although there are generic 
sectors that are endorsed by the IASC (such as Health, Shelter, and Water and Sanitation), it may 
be difficult to categorize some activities. For example, should therapeutic feeding projects be 
classified as Food Sector or Health Sector? Should school feeding projects fall under Food or 
Education? In such circumstances, the sectoral lead agencies or focal points involved will need to 
clarify such ambiguities. The key is to keep 3W output in mind, agree on classification of activities 
at the outset, and apply it consistently. 
 
The specific locations of project activities are captured in the WHERE section of the 3W, and this is 
where geographical coding becomes essential.  If geocodes are agreed and applied, identifying 
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where specific activities are underway (or planned) becomes significantly easier. Developing and 
building consensus on geocodes is an IMU/HIC role that is discussed further in Section (5.2.6). 
 
As with other components of the 3W the primary difficulty with collecting location data is reaching 
agreement on the appropriate level of detail. This problem arises because each level of the 
Coordination process requires different grades of detail. For example, a district level government 
official requires more precise detail than the Humanitarian Coordinator, yet they will both expect 
the 3W database to meet their needs.  The ideal is to have access to the most detail that it is 
feasible to collect and to manage - data at this level can then be aggregated upwards to build a 
broader picture.  However this will not always be possible, and in some cases (particularly early in 
a response operation) it is generally better to settle for a lower level of detail that will produce 
quicker results. 
 
Tracking the humanitarian response through a 3W is a useful Coordination tool. However, its utility 
for strategic Coordination would be greatly enhanced if it not only tracked existing activities, but 
also planned interventions. This adds the possibility of a fourth W – WHEN. Although the 3W 
should start with current activities, it should be expanded where possible to include planned 
activities, as this information is invaluable to decision-makers considering the future direction of 
their efforts. 
 
Another dimension which can add greatly to 3W utility is data on project FUNDING. The 
humanitarian effort is ultimately expressed in monetary terms (e.g. CAP funding), and this is a very 
common and useful means of analysing, monitoring and evaluating response efforts. This would 
provide a numeric value for sorting the other 3W data, delivering comparative information such as 
funds available per sector or geographic area. This data is available through OCHA’s Financial 
Tracking Service (FTS). 
 
Processing 
Individual OCHA Field Offices and HICs have produced various 3W applications, ranging from 
spreadsheets to databases built on common systems (e.g. MS Access) to individually written 
software.  At the outset of a humanitarian crisis, a simple spreadsheet may be useful in helping 
agencies to identify potential gaps and avoid duplicating the efforts of other.  However, as more 
information becomes available, the use of OCHA’s standardised 3W database will allow for more 
sophisticated analysis of the humanitarian response, including gap analysis.   
 
Dissemination 
The 3W can produce a wide variety of reports (e.g. by sector, area, organization type). The 
appropriate means of dissemination will be defined by the purpose and users. 3W output can be 
distributed as hard copy or electronically.  A wide dissemination of reports often encourages 
agencies not listed to submit and update data on their efforts. 3W data should be included in 
OCHA documents, including the CAP and Situation Reports. 
 
Application: 3W 
The 3W developed by OCHA FIS provides maximum flexibility to allow for data/information 
processing by any input category and at various levels of detail. The application includes capacity 
to gather data on funding and planned projects; various presentation formats. OCHA FIS is 
currently exploring the possibility of linking the 3W to mapping technology to produce maps. 
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Processing and reporting options will be defined by the quality and amount of data input. Like the 
Contact Directory, the 3W is integrated within the Field Website Template, allowing partners full 
access to data. 
 
5.2 Standard Services 
 
5.2.1 Information Dissemination 
As mentioned earlier, timely distribution of information products is an important part of the virtuous 
circle of information exchange.  This applies not only to OCHA Office or HIC products but also to 
information obtained from other sources which demonstrates the value-added of the Office/HIC as 
a service provider.  
 
In principle the objective is to disseminate information products in several ways, thereby ensuring 
widest possible coverage, and meeting the differing capacities and needs of users. In practice, the 
dissemination methods chosen will vary according to the nature and format of the output (e.g. 
hard/soft copy; size in kilobytes/pages; narrative/graphic/map; user profile). 
 
There needs to be better consideration given to low technology systems for disseminating 
information. Many organizations at the beginning of emergency responses do not have capacity to 
access the internet. The innovation of internet cafes is useful in this regard. E-mails and physical 
resource centres should also be considered. Websites should be designed with general users in 
mind. 
 
Source: HIC Evaluation (2004) 
 
Dissemination options include the following: 
 
Hard-copy 
• Agency mail boxes 
• Notice boards 
• Coordination meetings 
• Mail (regular or by courier) 
 

Softcopy 
• Email (FiDMS for internal users) 
• Website 
• Compact disc 
• Memory stick 
• OCHA File Upload (larger documents) 
 

 
Location 
A basic service for information exchange is to provide a physical location where humanitarian 
actors can meet, share information, and access products and services. The can include meeting 
space, notice-boards, mail-boxes and computer/internet facilities. It is a location where 
humanitarian actors can: 
 
• Collect information (see section on products and services) 
• Provide information for onward sharing 
• Contact other organizations 
• Meet with other organizations to discuss humanitarian issues 
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Catalogue 
The best way of informing client organizations of the information products available at or through 
the OCHA office/HIC is by compiling a catalogue. It is a text-only sheet that describes the products, 
or a mix of text and pictures – showing currently available maps. It is essentially a listing, 
identifying each available information product and including some metadata (e.g. source, date).  
Interested parties can then visit the OCHA Office/HIC (or the website) to pick up a copy or send an 
e-mail request for the full document. 
 
Website 
A standardised website is a virtual version of the physical space, where standardised information 
products can be easily disseminated. Website dissemination has the following advantages: 

• Users can browse as and when they wish 
• New or updated information products be posted quickly and easily 
• Outdated products are quickly and easily removed 
• Access is global (depending on phone connection); therefore not limited to email groups, 

field actors etc 
 
In order to ensure adherence to best practices and quality standards, every OCHA Office/HIC is to 
use an OCHA approved standardised website. Current HIC websites can be accessed at 
www.humanitarianinfo.org while Field Office websites can be access through OCHA Online 
(http://ochaonline.un.org).  .  
 
The Field Website Template developed by OCHA FIS in coordination with the Information 
Technology Section (ITS) is designed to provide a webmaster-friendly site that allows OCHA 
Offices to post information locally while receiving ITS technical support from New York. The 
Template represents OCHA’s integrated approach to IM products and services, providing a 
common visual identity for users to facilitate their OCHA website experience and allow them to 
become familiar with the standardized format consistent across Field Offices. 
 
Website Standardisation  
In order to handle the large volumes of data and information generated during a crisis, and to avoid 
having to re-invent the wheel every time an emergency erupts, field-based Web sites should follow 
a pre-established set of standards that guide:  
• Procedures, including information collection methodologies, language, etc;  
• Technology, including the use of hardware and software packages to ensure maximum inter-

operability and development and maintenance by local staff;  
• Data, including standards for ensuring data formats, content and quality; and  
• Meta data, including pre-established and common standards for identifying and documenting 

data  
Source: Symposium on Best Practices in Humanitarian Information Exchange Final Report, OCHA 
(2002) 
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“Timeliness. Humanitarian information must be kept current and should be collected, analysed 
and disseminated efficiently.”  

Symposium on Best Practices in Humanitarian Information Exchange Final Report, OCHA (2002) 
Timely information is crucial to the effective management of emergencies. HICs can be established 
quickly, simply and cheaply. A relatively simple set of services – ‘pigeon holes’ for NGOs and UN 
Agencies, the provision of a few computers, and the distribution of telephone contact lists – can 
improve the response to a crisis and create a positive feedback dynamic around Coordination 
mechanisms. It is not necessary to provide a sophisticated set of services to make a significant 
impact. 
On 21 January (four days after the eruption), OCHA opened a HIC in Goma. The daily briefings of 
the OCHA vulcanologists (a clear value-added benefit) at the HIC (a fixed physical space to come 
together) created strong incentives for UN Agencies and NGOs to participate in Coordination 
meetings and mechanisms. 
The speedy establishment of the HIC and the associated information dissemination activities met 
with almost universal approval. There was great appreciation for the availability of computers, 
email, communications services and information at the HIC. 
Source: Role of OCHA in Emergency Operations following the eruption of Volcano Nyiragongo in 
Goma, Democratic Republic of Congo (OCHA 2002) 
 
Compact Disc 
In recent years, many OCHA offices and HICs have produced CDs that bring together a large 
amount of information into one easy-to-use portable product.  The proliferation of computers with 
CD readers and writers, coupled with the low cost of duplication, make this a good method for 
disseminating information, particularly in environments where internet access is limited.  The CDs 
have proven to be a valuable reference tool by which to develop a historical record of a 
humanitarian operation.   
 
In selecting dissemination options, a primary consideration is that email, web and fax access 
depends on local telecommunications infrastructure (telephone wires, mobile coverage, ISPs) or 
more expensive high-tech equipment/solutions (e.g. satellite phone, GAN, VSAT). Therefore in 
circumstances where telephone services are unreliable, a secondary hard-copy distribution should 
take place. It is recommended that e-mails be sent as text-only where possible (no HTML and no 
or small attachments), informing users of products available and advising them of access options 
(e.g. a hyperlink to an URL). 
 
Email Groups 
Agencies frequently issue bulletins, reports, etc, but do not often have the time or experience to 
disseminate these effectively.  The IMU/HIC can lead in developing a consolidated e-mail list or 
listserv for dissemination purposes, making these lists available to lead agencies for sector 
coordination.  This can be a single list with split subscriptions – for general and sector-specific 
issues, security, etc – that can be made available to any humanitarian actor that needs to use 
them. A central resource such as this cuts labour costs for other organizations, avoids duplication 
of e-mail bulletins and ensures that clients receive vital information more consistently and are not 
overburdened with a large volume of irrelevant or duplicated e-mail messages. 
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Box 7:  Sources, Dates and Disclaimers 
 
Sources, dates and disclaimers should be included on all information products before 
dissemination. These are the metadata that will enable users to make informed judgements about 
the credibility and utility of the individual product.  In the worst case, they also provide a defence 
against accusations of inaccuracy, bias or misrepresentation. 
  
Sources 
Users need to know who produced the data in order to judge its reliability and accuracy.  Showing 
sources also acknowledges the work of the original collector of the data and allows users to make 
direct contact with them if so desired. 
  
Dates 
Crisis situations often change dramatically over days and weeks, so showing the date(s) when data 
was collected is important in allowing users to judge how accurate it may be in relation to the 
current situation. For example in the course of an active conflict, population movements, conflict 
areas, safe roads etc can change hourly or daily. Including the date of production of the information 
output is also vital, as there may be a significant time difference between collecting the data and 
producing an output. 
 
Disclaimers  
Disclaimers are important in advising users of what they can expect from the product and in limiting 
responsibility.  An example of a disclaimer is on all UN maps, reading “The boundaries and names 
on the maps do not imply official endorsement or acceptance by the United Nations.” 
 
5.2.2 Data Management 
An OCHA Office or HIC does not normally engage in baseline or primary data collection, but 
should support other humanitarian organizations in their data collection efforts by providing 
guidance and/or staff training in the design and methodology of data collection; finding resources 
(funds, equipment) to support the project; and ensuring that data collection exercises are not 
duplicated.   
 
As an IM mechanism, the IMU/HIC cannot function without data. The fact that it depends on other 
organizations as data sources demonstrates the importance of building and maintaining positive 
relations with actors in the humanitarian community. By providing assistance to organizations at 
the data collection stage, the IMU/HIC can develop the relationship necessary to ensure that 
ultimately the resulting data set will provide useful outputs and be available for the wider 
community.  
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Box 8:  Best Practice in Data Quality Control 
 
Follow generally accepted standards for information exchange, such as the Structured 
Humanitarian Assistance Reporting (SHARE) standard, to promote data sourcing, dating and geo-
referencing. 
Define ambiguous terminology. Clarify commonly misused terms such as “affected” or “refugee” to 
avoid misinterpretation by different users and audiences. 
Coordinate methodologies for surveys and needs assessments. These should be coordinated and 
designed to avoid bias, and should include training and documentation. Assessment 
methodologies and criteria should be explicitly stated. 
Use metadata (See Box 11). Develop metadata documentation for each new product. Create 
metadata dictionaries and handover procedures as part of a standard, transparent documentation 
process. 
 
Source: Symposium on Humanitarian Information Management and Exchange (2002) 
 
Apart from collecting data directly or supporting others in the process, there is often a large amount 
of data which has already been collected by organizations, though this data is frequently not 
stored, analysed, presented or shared in a way that maximizes its value. In addition to the 
humanitarian actors in the field, potential sources of data include commercial, media and military 
sources of data (particularly for remote sensing and similar high-cost exercises) as well agency 
headquarters. 
 
Box 9: Archiving 
 
Over time, the IMU/HIC will compile a series of information products for use by humanitarian 
organizations, some of which will go out-of-date, be superceded by newer versions, or simply 
become less relevant to current requirements.  Obsolete information outputs should be archived 
(not deleted) for future reference.  The use of FiDMS, which has an inbuilt archiving function, will 
facilitate this. 
 
A catalogue of the product line can be created to enable staff and clients to quickly see what 
products have already been developed.  Unique catalogue IDs should be established, the ID 
shown clearly on each product, and the products listed by these IDs in the catalogue and on any 
order forms that are used by clients.  The product line can then be synchronised with any tracking 
system being used by the project. 
 
Products that are continually updated (such as a security map or a situation report) need to be 
subject to version control.  This means that each new version of the product has an identifier that 
differentiates it from other versions on the product itself.  For instance, a security map that was 
updated every week might have a catalogue ID of SEC001 and keep this listing in the catalogue.  
However the first issue of the map might have in the legend ID SEC001-1, the second issue 
SEC001-2, the third issue SEC001-3. 
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5.2.3 Geographic Information Systems (GIS) 
 
GIS collects, process and presents data in a spatial form. The power of GIS is as a dynamic 
analytical tool that makes it possible to combine data from different sources and present it in a way 
that is easily comprehensible to people with a non-technical, non-statistical background.  If data is 
collected using geographic codes and/or X, Y co-ordinates, it may be processed with other types of 
data, and presented with much greater precision and in any number of combinations (layers). An 
office with GIS capacity can generate a range of maps from a very limited amount of data.  
However, these map products should not be mistaken for the system itself.   
 
Maps, as the most common output of a GIS system, are an extremely useful tool for certain types 
of coordination and planning. For example information on beneficiary locations, security phases, 
logistics (roads, warehouses etc), or mined areas is much more effective if presented on a map 
rather than a narrative report or spreadsheet. For example, beneficiary locations, delivery routes, 
insecure and mined areas can be presented on the same map, thereby facilitating planning on the 
safest way to deliver assistance. 
 
Users appreciated the value-added capability of the HIC-produced maps to have their data presented in a 
clear and understandable way which aided operational planning and program advocacy. 
 
Source: HIC Evaluation (2004) 
 
Maps can also be used to present information on needs and response programming (e.g. needs, 
location and capacity/damage to health centres) and humanitarian response activities (3W output). 
This can facilitate program coordination by visually presenting gaps and overlaps. 
 
There are limitations on the use of GIS.  Where geographic data is unavailable or poor, there may 
need to be an investment by a number of organizations to create the geocoding necessary for GIS.  
Remote sensing (such as satellite imaging or aerial photography) is a highly specialised technical 
discipline, and to work in this area, staff must have relevant experience.  Where time is a major 
factor, there will be a question over whether investment in the development of a GIS will yield 
results quickly enough (and what interim measures might be used while a GIS is being developed).  
Finally, some data may not be geographically identified.  It may be possible to incorporate 
geographic referencing (thus adding value to the data) but this has a large resource implications. 
 
Collecting Base Data 
Base data regarding location can be captured in a variety of formats: Address; Geographic Codes 
– (Place Codes or P-Codes – NB data standards); and X, Y co-ordinates (longitude and latitude) 
 
In general, base data regarding the location of an attribute (e.g. a project location or an IDP camp 
location) will be collected at the same time as other information (e.g. for the 3W).  In some cases, 
base data regarding location may be collected directly through recording the X, Y co-ordinates. 
These may be extracted from an existing reliable map; but in many cases the necessary level of 
precision is not available or the attribute (e.g. mine field, IDP camp) has not been previously 
mapped. In this case the location data can best be collected by visiting the location of the attribute 
and marking its precise location through a mobile (hand-held) Global Positioning System. The GPS 
uses satellite technology to pinpoint its exact position on the earth’s surface and records this in 
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terms of longitude and latitude.  Where precise coordinates are not available, geocodes (also 
called place codes or p-codes) are used to provide a standard reference system for village, towns 
and cities.  Using place codes overcomes differences in names that might result from variation in 
language or local usage. (See Section 3.26 for further discussion on the use of data standards 
such as geocodes.)  The IMU/HIC will often take the lead in developing and/or disseminating 
standardized lists of standard geocodes.    
 
Contextual mapping data (e.g. national and local boundaries, topography, routes and settlements) 
is often available through governmental (national or international) and commercial sources. UN or 
other agencies which have had a lengthy presence in the country may also have this kind of 
information. FIS maintains a large collection of geographic data resources and works with 
governmental and commercial sources as part of global preparedness efforts.  
 
Dissemination 
For most people, exposure to GIS will be limited to the final output – a map.  Maps can be useful 
tools for orientation and planning, and as a result they are extremely popular and highly-valued by 
policy-makers and planners, even when they are based on old data.  These high-visibility products 
will be one of the main outputs to an IM project, and should therefore be of high quality no matter 
how basic they are.  Adherence to OCHA’s Map template standards will support this. 
 
Printing maps is expensive, but worthwhile, because users often prefer to have a hard-copy for wall 
display and reference. Nevertheless, maps should also be made available electronically by, for 
example, posting them on a website or instant download through portable memory devices.  Given 
the high cost of printing maps individually, commercial duplication should be considered for widely 
requested maps. Maps should also be submitted to ReliefWeb. 
 
Application: Maps-on-Demand 
Maps-On-Demand supports OCHA's information management capacity through the progressive 
deployment of geographic information tools. Initially, Maps-On-Demand will provide a geospatial 
metadata catalog called GeoNetwork Open Source. GeoNetwork facilitates the consolidation, 
organization, storage and distribution of OCHA's geospatial data assets (i.e. GIS files and maps). 
This password-protected online common geospatial data repository eases the upload, description, 
discovery, display and retrieval of OCHA’s geospatial data resources using a tool that is 
increasingly becoming a standard among UN agencies. Consequently, by being a node on the 
GeoNetwork network, OCHA staff can also harvest geospatial data and information from other 
metadata catalogs maintained by FAO, WFP, UNEP, WHO, CGIAR and agencies of a number of 
member states. The GeoNetwork community website is at http://geonetwork.fao.org/ 
.  
5.2.4 Document Repository 
 
a) Survey of Surveys 
Purpose and Description 
During a humanitarian crisis, a large number of assessments and surveys are carried out, mainly to 
support project design.  These activities are as diverse as IDP registration, nutrition assessments, 
demining surveys, etc. 
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The Survey of Surveys is essentially an inventory or register of surveys and assessments that 
enables survey information to be shared widely and stored for future reference.  Survey documents 
should be classified and stored using FiDMS.  As with the 3W and other products above, the 
Survey of Surveys is an ongoing process rather than a one-off exercise. Over time it can form the 
basis of a repository for the humanitarian community and aid coordination in the following ways: 
 

• It creates a shared understanding of the situation regarding data collection in the field 
• It identifies assessments or surveys that might feed into each other, and organizations that 

may find it useful to collaborate 
• It identifies potential duplications or gaps in survey work that may need to be addressed 
• It identifies which organizations should be supported to ensure that the data collected is 

useful and shareable 
• It provides an initial overview of which organizations are working or are planning to work in 

specific areas or specific sectors 
• It creates a database of what survey work has been done as a guide for planning survey 

work in the future 
 
Collecting Base Data 
The sources of information on surveys will be the agencies involved in funding, design and 
performance of the surveys. Designing and performing assessments requires specialist skills and 
experience both in terms of assessment methodology and the data focus of the survey and 
therefore most assessments require a significant investment of resources.  Because of this, co-
ordinating lead agencies, major NGOs and donors will usually be involved in large assessments, 
and these should be the first points of contact in preparing a Survey of Surveys. Information about 
assessments will frequently arise at coordination meetings. If further details are required, arranging 
a face-to-face meeting with relevant (often specialist) staff in the survey lead agency would be 
appropriate. Because the Survey of Surveys seeks to compile and store information on all 
assessments, staff should also check with Government and military actors, as well as local NGOs.   
 
Processing 
Initially, output comprises a listing of assessments, together with basic information on the agencies 
involved, timing and focus (e.g. sector, location) of the survey. Generally therefore, organizing and 
processing the data via FiDMS is quick and simple. 
 
Dissemination 
The output of the initial Survey of Surveys exercise should be disseminated widely in both hard-
copy and electronically. The web version can be constantly updated, and further hard-copy and 
email updates could be disseminated either according to a schedule (monthly, quarterly) or as 
major new survey information becomes available. 
 
b) Reference Library for the Crisis 
One of the areas of best practice identified by the 2002 Symposium on Humanitarian Information 
Management was the need to ‘preserve institutional operational memory’.  This comprises a data 
repository (dealing solely with datasets – see Box 2. Minimum Essential Data) and a document 
archive (storing the document outputs of relevant organizations).  Both of these resources are 
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extremely valuable for use by the project and should form part of the data infrastructure that 
supports humanitarian IM. 
 
These systems are a resource that supports the lesson-learning process for the humanitarian 
community. Possible core datasets are listed in the Box 2. Minimum Essential Data. Priority 
documents might include situation reports, political analysis, minutes from Coordination meetings, 
security reports and working group documents. 
 
As well as holding the data and documents within the OCHA Office and HIC, there should be a 
back-up storage solution outside the crisis area.  The use of FiDMS and Maps-on-Demand will 
automatically manage the archiving and back-up solution for OCHA and a HIC (see Box 10). 
 
 
Box 10: Internal Document Management Systems 
 
Document management systems are designed to organize the storage of information products in a 
clear and logical order. They include data standards whereby documents can be classified in a 
consistent manner, and catalogued to facilitate tracking and retrieval.  
 
An OCHA Office or HIC may gather thousands of documents from hundreds of sources both 
internal and external. Note also that staff is likely turn over several times over the life of an office. 
Therefore, in order to manage (file and catalogue) this volume efficiently, a clear document 
management system will need to be established and maintained from the outset. 
The Field Document Management System (FiDMS) was developed by the OCHA-ITS section in 
partnership with the OCHA-FIS group as part of the Field Information Management strategy 
approved by Senior Management in June 2004. 
 
The purpose of the Field Document Management System (FiDMS) is to provide a standardized tool 
for filing important information, which can be used in all OCHA Field Offices.  The system is a 
secure, central location for an office’s documents and files.  The system is automatically replicated 
to Headquarters (both New York and Geneva) thus facilitating document exchange and information 
flow between/among Field Office and Headquarters.  For example, the respective Desk Officer can 
view documents entered by the Field Office and can also contribute content to the system which 
can then be viewed by the Field Office.   Security features allow users to keep a document to 
themselves, share it with select staff, or share it with the entire office. 
 
Other benefits include regular backup (both in Field Office and Headquarters) and that the 
documents will be available to the staff when away from their office via web-accessible email: 
http://unocha.org. 
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5.2.5 IM Support to the Humanitarian Community  
 
HICs and IMUs provide support services, as required and possible, aimed at improving the IM 
capacity of the humanitarian community at the inter-agency level. Examples might include 
developing an inter-agency IM strategy, assisting a Coordination group with preparing, processing 
and/or presenting assessment data or setting up group listserv among data or GIS users. There is 
no intention that the IMU/HIC take responsibility for the IM capacity of individual organizations 
although in keeping with the service ethos, responding to individual requests for advice and 
support is not precluded.  
 
Box 11:  Survey Support 
 
Most organizations will have their own expert staff to carry out assessments, surveys and 
evaluations.  However a good assessment team will always draw on resources that are available 
on the ground, such as an HIC or IMU. IMU/HIC technical staff should be able to offer informed 
advice to organizations designing and undertaking survey work, adding value by sharing related 
information (e.g. previous or similar surveys carried out by others and providing guidance on the IM 
aspects of the survey. 
 
If the IMU/HIC is able to provide support, this will enable them to build a productive relationship 
with the organization and promote their work within that organization. One key example of this is 
lobbying organizations to adopt data standards – such as geocodes – in their survey, making it 
easier to share and disseminate the results of that survey.  In order to make sure data standards 
are incorporated an early intervention is essential.  The most effective point to make an 
intervention is at the very beginning of the design of the survey, since mistakes that are designed 
into the survey will be harder to correct later on in the cycle.  However it may be possible for the 
IMU/HIC to make useful interventions at different points during the survey process. 
 
• Outline Steps in Survey Work 
• Define the Goals and Objectives of the Survey 
• Design an appropriate methodology for data collection 
• Develop instruments to carry out data collection 
• Select samples and conduct a pilot Survey 
• Revise the survey instruments as necessary, based on the results of the pilot 
• Train researchers in the Survey methodology 
• Carry out the Survey 
• Analyse data and prepare report 
 



Guidelines for Information Management in the Field  37 

5.2.6 Advocacy on Data Standards and Information Exchange/Sharing 
 
a) Data Standards 
Purpose and Description 
A data standard is a classification (or coding) system for data which is shared in common by a 
group of stakeholders. Data standards allow the movement of data within and between 
organizations, but they are only useful to the extent to which they are mutually accepted. If 
developed and implemented properly they can create the shared frame of reference necessary to 
manage large amounts of data effectively among a group of actors. This saves time and money, 
and ensures quality and completeness. 
 
Although data standards are all around us in the modern world, many are so obvious that most 
people not aware of them. For example: 
- international country (telephone) codes 
- zip codes or postal addresses 
 
Box 12:  Metadata 
 
Metadata, a fundamental concept in IM, is literally “data about data”. General understanding of the 
term includes “any kind of standardized descriptive information about resources.”14 
 
This ‘standardized descriptive information’ is essentially a type of data standard: a means of 
cataloguing units of data (or information) to facilitate organised tracking, storage and retrieval. 
Using a regular library as an example, books are catalogued by title, author, classification (fiction, 
etc.) and International Standard Book Number. 
 
Metadata provides information on what data is available, where it is, how current it is, what format it 
is in, and what constraints might apply on its use.  Metadata is not an end in itself, but helps you 
use the more effectively, making it easier to 
• store datasets in a logical and consistent method 
• find a particular dataset in a range of datasets 
• identify whether a particular dataset will be useful to you 
• adapt the dataset for your own purposes 
• share data between organizations 
 
In order to be useful, a data standard needs to be agreed by the different stakeholders involved 
with the data in question. This is usually achieved through consensus on an acknowledged single 
source and guardian for the standard. However, in a crisis situation the capacity or legitimacy of 
central authority is sometimes questionable. In this case, to avoid a situation where data cannot be 
shared because different agencies generate individual and incompatible coding systems, 
humanitarian stakeholders may require the IMU/HIC to act as custodian for the development of 
community-wide data standards. Note however that consensus is the key - the standards are 
‘owned’ by every agency that implements them.  Where possible, OCHA and HIC staff are to 
adhere to OCHA’s metadata standard, which is based on international and UN standards. 

                                                 
14 Day, M., UK Office for Library and Information Networking, University of Bath, UK 
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There are three specific standards which are particularly relevant to the role of the IMU/HIC: 
 
1. Sectoral coding is currently not standardized between countries, agencies or projects for 

humanitarian work.15  Though the sector classification set out in the Consolidated Appeals 
Process, which is endorsed by the IASC, provides an operating standard, there are still 
ambiguities regarding some types of activity. As an example, is a project that rebuilds schools 
an education project or an infrastructure project?  This kind of ambiguity affects HIC/IMU 
products such as the Who does What Where database. It is therefore important to get 
agreement at local level on how to classify activities.  One way to achieve this is through 
sectoral Coordination groups.  

 
2. Geographical coding (Place Codes; P-Codes; Geocodes) is essential for the effective 

implementation of any Geographic Information System.  Some countries do have geocoding 
based on census results and gazetteers (or lists of standardized place names) held by the 
official statistical institution of that country.  In some cases the statistical institution may issue 
geocodes; in others, GIS practitioners may have collectively worked out a coding system that 
they can apply. 

 
3. Development and application of metadata (data about data) is key to successful IM.  A library 

of documents is little use without a catalogue to help find what you are looking for.  An inter-
agency approach to this issue has been developed in the form of SHARE (Structured 
Humanitarian Assistance Reporting).  SHARE has drawn on several existing initiatives to 
create a framework to enable geo-referenced data to be structured, stored and shared 
between agencies.  OCHA and HIC staff are to use OCHA’s metadata standard (OCHA 
Metadata Standard version 2). 

 
 
One of the most cited standards that HICs help to develop has been P-Codes. These have been 
widely accepted by many UN organizations for their own information management purposes. Work 
on identifying settlements and their locations, and keeping track of administrative boundaries has 
also been seen as an important contribution to the effective management of data. 
 
Source: HIC Evaluation (2004) 
 
Field actors may resist the application of data standards based on the misconception that data 
standards constrict them in the collection of data. Data standards do not prescribe what information 
to collect and report, but offer a partial solution to the problem of how to classify it in collection and 
reporting.  Advocacy and awareness-raising are necessary to resolve this misunderstanding, 
combined with a practical approach that facilitates agencies in the incorporation of data standards 
into their daily work.  OCHA and HIC staff are to adhere to OCHA’s metadata standard, which is 
based on international and UN standards. 
 

                                                 
15 Classifications and codes for development work include those generated by the Development Assistance Committee 
of the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development. 
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Box 13: Development of Data Standards 
 
The development of a data standard must achieve a balance in terms of the following 
characteristics: 
 
Formality vs Informality.  Does the standard need to be approved by an official body – whether 
governmental or non-governmental – or can it work based solely on consensus?  What effect will 
non-compliance with the standard have on its success as a tool for managing information? 
Simplicity vs Detail.  What level of detail is necessary to make the standard useful?  Are different 
levels of detail needed by different users?  Is the standard scaleable – i.e. can new levels of detail 
be added to it at a later date? 
Clarity vs Flexibility.  Any data standard must be clear to all users, but it must also be able to take 
into account new developments.  Using international direct dialling as an example, the system must 
be able to take into account new countries being added to the list and changes in the telephone 
system within existing countries. 

 
b) Advocacy for a culture of information sharing 
Delivering accurate information quickly and in a useful format to decision-makers is the purpose of 
IM in a humanitarian crisis. The IMU/HIC role in IM is at the inter-organizational level, and therefore 
the utility of the technology and network of mechanisms which facilitate this process is 
fundamentally dependent on the willingness of humanitarian actors to share information. 
 
The extent to which organizations share information may be constrained by the following issues: 
• Security concerns 
• Confidentiality 
• Accountability 
• Uncertainty as to data quality 
• Uncertainty as to how the data will be used by others 
• Comparative advantage of over ‘competitor’ agencies (e.g. in preparing proposals for funding). 
 
Because each situation is different and requires individual judgement, a clear standard on when 
and how far to share information is not feasible. However, a general policy on sharing as much 
information as openly as possible in the circumstances has been developed (see Box 13). 
 
Box 14:  Operational Principles 
 
The 2002 Symposium on Best Practices in Humanitarian Information Exchange developed the 
following operational principles to address issues of trust, objectivity and accountability among 
information partners and ensure the quality and relevance of the data itself. 
 
Accessibility. Humanitarian information and data should be made accessible to all humanitarian 
actors by applying easy-to-use formats and by translating information into common or local 
languages when necessary. Information and data for humanitarian purposes should be made 
widely available through a variety of online and offline distribution channels including the media. 
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Inclusiveness. Information Management and exchange should be based on a system of 
collaboration, partnership and sharing, with a high degree of participation and ownership by 
multiple stakeholders, especially representatives of the affected population. 
 
Inter-operability. All sharable data and information should be made available in formats that can 
be easily retrieved, shared and used by humanitarian organizations. 
 
Accountability. Users must be able to evaluate the reliability and credibility of data and 
information by knowing its source. Information providers should be responsible to their partners 
and stakeholders for the content they publish and disseminate. 
 
Verifiability. Information should be accurate, consistent and based on sound methodologies, 
validated by external sources and analysed within the proper contextual framework. 
 
Relevance. Information should be practical, flexible, responsive, and driven by operational and 
decision-making needs throughout all phases of a crisis. 
 
Objectivity. Information managers should consult a variety of sources when collecting and 
analysing information so as to provide varied and balanced perspectives for addressing problems 
and recommending solutions. 
 
Humanity. Information should never be used to distort, to mislead or cause harm to affected or at-
risk populations and should respect the dignity of victims. 
 
Timeliness. Humanitarian information must be kept current and should be collected, analysed and 
disseminated efficiently. 
 
Sustainability. Humanitarian information and data should be preserved, catalogued and archived 
so that it can be retrieved for future use, such as for preparedness, analysis, lessons learned and 
evaluations. 
 
The OCHA Field Office/HIC promotes information sharing through the provision of practical, value-
added products and services and by making itself an information hub. Advocacy regarding the 
principle of sharing information is a natural adjunct to these other roles. To transform policy into 
practice, other key humanitarian actors will also need to advocate for a culture of information 
sharing. Donors have the necessary leverage to encourage their partners to share certain types 
information routinely. For example, in 2000 ECHO supported the development of a 3W database 
by OCHA in (then) Federal Republic of Yugoslavia. This support included requesting ECHO 
implementing partners to share information on project activities with OCHA. Key coordination 
actors and fora (e.g. sector lead agencies) can also play a role in ensuring that information is 
shared as widely as possible among humanitarian actors. 
 
The donor input has been essential to the success of HICs to date and should be continued. 
Donors should renew their attempts to get agencies to routinely share information with HICs. 
Source: HIC Evaluation (2004) 
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5.2.7 Information Management Strategy 
a) Information Needs Assessment 
Purpose and Description 
An Information Needs Assessment identifies the kinds of information coordination actors and/or 
organizations needed to make decisions, and the sources and flow of that information. The aim is 
to get a clearer picture of what is known as the information environment.  A needs assessment 
may be conducted as part of a decision on whether or not to establish an HIC or upon 
establishment of an OCHA Field Office in order to develop a context specific IM strategy. 
 
The output of an Information Needs Assessment should include: 
 
a) Identify information needs 
Information needs are obviously related to the humanitarian crisis response. Agencies will be 
seeking different kinds of information ranging from strategic to operational and including sectoral, 
logistic, security etc. Likely future information needs should be identified as well as current 
requirements.  
 
b) Identify information users and uses 
Map the information needs with decision-making and Coordination organizations/groups. 
 
c) Identify information sources 
This includes organizations (Agencies, press, military, Government, local NGOs) and 
assessments, surveys etc (planned as well as current). 
 
d) Identify key organizations/groups managing information, their resources and constraints 
Identify organizations or groups (e.g. Coordination lead agencies, but also often field NGOs who 
collect data) which act as a nexus for gathering and producing information. Some IMU/HIC 
services may be targeted to these organizations or groups. 
 
Collection Base Data 
There is no standardized method for collecting data on information needs. Because of the range of 
actors with varying information needs, the assessment should survey a similar range of 
organizations.  A series of meetings with key informants, focus groups and/or a simple survey form 
for mass input are all potential methods for obtaining input. 
 
The assessment process should not be too complicated or drawn-out, or participants will not 
respond well to it, or to any outputs that may arise. The point is to draw out major information 
needs in common, plus resources and gaps, in order to prioritize and plan. The emphasis should 
therefore be on moving quickly to the production phase. 
 
Information management works best when the need for a project is clear and the task set relatively 
simple. Better guidelines on how to commission pieces of IM work would help agencies to 
understand how best to use HIC capacity to its full potential. 
 
Source: HIC Evaluation (2004) 
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Processing and Presentation 
While a narrative report may be the most comprehensive reporting format (an example survey is 
given in the Annexes), key outputs should also be presented graphically – for instance, a table 
identifying available information resources, showing where it is possible to obtain current data. 
Information that people need but do not yet have - the core of the needs assessment - should be 
clearly identified.  The table can then form the basis of a plan for creating those resources that are 
needed by the community, based on the planned activities of the community members themselves.  
Timelines can be set for when information outputs will become available (e.g. assessment results, 
minefields mapped). 
 
Another useful tool is a chart indicating the different actors and the flow of information within and 
between them.  This analysis can then be used to 
• Focus service provision (to remove bottlenecks, or to support good practice) 
• Identify which products should be prioritized for development 
• Clarify different levels and types of information needs 
• Identify the most appropriate means of dissemination 
 
 
 
b) Developing an IM Strategy 
Purpose and Description 
The strategy is based on analysis of the information needs assessment. It should present a 
framework where by key priorities, interventions and linkages are identified toward the goal of 
meeting common information needs as efficiently as possible. This then acts as a guideline for the 
information related activities of individual organizations. It can also clarify the IMU/HIC role and 
relationship to other actors. 
 
The strategy should: 
 
• Relate to the overall direction of the humanitarian intervention.  This provides it with the 

framework for implementation, as IM involves financial, human, IT resources, etc 
• Identify information types and purposes (e.g. security updates, baseline data collection, sitreps, 

etc) 
• Prioritize information needs (multi-purpose, common, strategic) 
• Identify clear and realistic objectives that relate directly to those information needs 
• Identify the roles and expected outputs of key information sources (assessment lead agencies, 

Coordination groups, collecting agencies) and the linkages (information flow) 
• Set out agreed principles and practices in IM (sharing etc) 
 
c) Developing Products and Services 
The information needs assessment and information strategy (refer to Section 3.27) should form the 
basis of planning IMU/HIC services and developing products.  While there are a number of 
standard services and products listed above, each crisis environment is different and an 
assessment will give a clear idea of particular needs. This may involve adapting existing products 
for new roles, or creating new products for specific purposes. 
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While the needs assessment and strategy indicate priorities for IMU/HIC interventions, the key to 
successful product development will be meeting the needs of user groups.  
 
Regular feedback from users will help to guide the IMU/HIC on how best it can assist. The 
importance of being user-focused and demand-driven cannot be over-emphasized. However, the 
IMU/HIC must assess users needs in light of it’s own role and taking into consideration the ultimate 
use and common benefit of any particular activity. 
 
When considering requests from individual organizations to provide specific services such as the 
building of customized databases or training of staff, the HIC should consider these in light of their 
value to the general humanitarian community. 
 
Source: HIC Evaluation (2004) 
 
Apart from information content, a successful product will also need to meet the following two 
requirements.  First, it must be well-presented; second, it must be easy to use. 
 
All products and services should be developed with the aim of improving the quality and 
effectiveness of a coordinated humanitarian response. 
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6.0 Information and Communications 
Technology 
 
 
6.1 Use of Technology in Information Management 
 
Although the IM process is often reliant on technology, the process should not be confused with the 
technology itself.  Technology is a means to an end, not the end itself.  The ‘non-technical’ aspects 
of IM, particularly in building relationships and disseminating information, should not be 
underestimated. Because many users of information products do not have advanced technical 
skills, they may be intimidated by high-tech appearances and reluctant to engage in sharing their 
information. All staff involved in the process therefore must be able to relate to users at the 
appropriate level of understanding.     
 
Understanding the difference between information technology and information management is also 
important.  Information technology, or IT, refers to computers, ancillary equipment, software, 
firmware and similar procedures, applications and services and the related resources used in 
processing of data and information.  IM refers to an overall system and associated procedures, 
both manual and automated, by which information is collected, processed, analysed and 
disseminated.  A strong IT function within a Field Office or HIC is essential to support effective IM, 
however it is complementary and not a substitute for dedicated IM staff and systems.   
 
Box 14: Best Practice in Appropriate Technology 
 
Guidelines on appropriate use of technology were developed by the 2002 Symposium on 
Humanitarian Information Management and Exchange: 
• Use appropriate technology. Ensure that field information systems reach the broadest 

possible audience. Create software systems that are flexible enough to respond to data 
providers and field requirements. 

• Be aware of the limitations of technology (both inherent and as related to availability). 
For example, keep in mind that the internet, while powerful, is not a panacea and can be 
ineffective as a distribution channel to and from remote areas or within many developing nation 
capitals. Consider making data products, particularly databases, available via e-mail, CD-ROM 
and for local download. However use the internet to capture data entry from the field. 

• Use open data formats and inter-operable technologies. Use commercial, off-the-shelf 
technology and create all information products using open data formats and inter-operable 
technologies. 

• Promote awareness and training. Conduct technology-training sessions for non-technical 
humanitarian staff, particularly national staff. Educate senior decision-makers in humanitarian 
organizations about the purpose, strengths and weaknesses of IM and exchange. Broaden 
participation in information projects among affected and at-risk populations. Recognize that 
local staff’s ability to work with the technology is an important determinant of success. 
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6.2 Setting up a Technical Backbone 
 
The Backbone is the hardware, software and telecommunications necessary for the OCGA Office 
or HIC to work effectively.  The size and complexity of the Backbone will vary according to the size 
of the OCHA Office or HIC, but will normally include at least one server, multiple workstations and 
printers, voice services and reliable internet access.  Establishing the requisite infrastructure is a 
high priority, otherwise the OCHA Office and HIC will only be able to perform the most basic 
functions.  In addition to the following steps – necessary for the OCHA Office and HIC itself to 
become fully functional - staff (not just the technical staff) should inquire about the ICT facilities of 
other organizations working in the field (particularly to identify potential problems with compatibility 
and inter-operability), ensuring that communications are working effectively, creating supply lines 
for technical equipment, and exploring possibilities for partnerships with other organizations. 
 
 Basic steps for establishing the Backbone are: 

 
1. Develop an office plan showing which functions will use which room(s), and the distribution 

of workstations and cabling that follows from this allocation of space.  The plan should also 
indicate the best networking solution for the space. 

2. Set up PCs and peripherals in the correct locations, including the server.  (Note: all 
equipment should have appropriate protection from electrical surges.)   Link up PCs and 
peripherals as necessary and test.  Staff should be able to use workstations as soon as 
possible, even if the network itself is not fully functional. 

3. Network the entire office and test.  Server printers and other peripherals should be tested 
thoroughly. 

4. Set up the most appropriate communications system(s) for the location, and route through 
the server.  Basic internet connectivity for the office should be established and tested 
initially  through a single terminal. 

5. Configure the network as necessary to provide the entire office with connectivity. 
 
Although ICT is not the responsibility or role of an IMO, they will often be tasked with managing 
ICT in an OCHA Office in the absence of an international ICT Officer. In taking on this 
responsibility, IMOs must make a distinction between managing ICT resources, which is 
sometimes appropriate, and undertaking ICT related tasks, which is not appropriate.   
 
6.3 ICT Standards for Equipment and Support 
 
The OCHA Information Technology Section (ITS) has developed guidelines for ICT infrastructure 
and human resources necessary to adequately support the work of an OCHA Field Office.  These 
guidelines establish minimum equipment and technical support staff requirements relevant to the 
number of staff to be served and can be used in planning the establishment of a new office or the 
expansion of an existing office.  Specifications for standard ICT equipment are also available to 
guide local purchase of equipment.  For more information contact the ITS. 
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7.0 Humanitarian Information Centre (HIC) 
Management 
 
 
7.1 Governance Structure 
 
As IASC endorsed steward of HIC, OCHA has responsibility (in consultation with IASC partners) to: 
• Develop the HIC concept, including training, advocacy, representing HIC at inter-agency or 

technical meetings etc 
• Deploy new HICs (in accordance with deployment criteria) 
• Provide operational support to an HIC during emergency phase 
 
OCHA will be accountable for the effective management and performance of an HIC, including 
financial responsibility and establishing stand-by arrangements (see Section 7.2 Deployment). 
Opportunities for input to the overall direction of the HIC concept will be made through the IASC, 
the Geographic Information Support Team (GIST) and at field level through the local HIC Steering 
Committee. 
 
In the field, the HIC Manager reports to the Resident or Humanitarian Coordinator. In practice, the 
R/HC has delegated HIC oversight others, usually to the OCHA Head of Office where one exists.  
  
A Steering Committee should be established to define HIC priorities and strategy, and approve a 
workplan. This will be the key mechanism through which partners on the ground ensure that the 
HIC priorities reflect those of the humanitarian community. Steering committee members will also 
be expected to act as advocates in the wider community on issues related to IM including data 
standards, collection, analysis and dissemination. 
 
The Steering Committee should be established as soon as possible by the HIC Manager, and 
preferably chaired by the R/HC. Membership should comprise IASC member agencies present on 
the ground plus other key stakeholders in the emergency response including donors and, where 
appropriate, national Government. To maintain flexibility and focus, the Steering Committee should 
not exceed ten organizations. 
 
The governance structure described above is intended to produce the following: 
• To provide strategic direction to the HIC 
• To act as advocates in the wider community on issues promoted by the HIC such as data 

standards, information sharing. 
• To guide development of new or specific (non-standard) HIC products and services and 

provide oversight on the process of development. 
• To monitor the HIC performance, including providing review and feedback to HIC management 

on behalf of the humanitarian community. 
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7.2 Deployment 
 
HICs have the most proven value at the beginning of large, multi-actor responses to complex 
emergencies. Their impact is related to their speed of deployment. 
 
The timeliness of HIC deployment is critical to its success. If deployed at the outset (of a crisis) the 
humanitarian community is more likely to use it, and as a result the HIC is more likely to become 
embedded in the fabric of the operation. This requires ready-to-go equipment, staff and robust 
support. 
 
Source: HIC Evaluation 2004 
 
Criteria for deployment of a HIC comprise: 
 
• Fast changing operational environment 
• Large number of humanitarian actors 
• Poor or degraded communications network  
 
In determining the necessity for deployment of a HIC, OCHA will engage with the R/HC and UN 
Country Team. In situations where the need for a HIC is uncertain OCHA or one of its partners will 
undertake an assessment, the key components of which will be evaluating the existing IM capacity 
in the crisis area and the requirements of operational partners for HIC products and services. 
 
The initial priority activities, size and make-up of the HIC will be set through consultations with 
partners at HQ and in the field, particularly the R/HC and UNCT. 
 
If a HIC is requested by the R/HC, OCHA will engage with donors and other partners – using pre-
existing inter-agency mechanisms – to ensure that adequate human, financial and other resources 
are put in place to support deployment. OCHA will utilize the network created by GIST which 
includes most key operational agencies and donors to solicit input on plans and support for the HIC 
(personnel, financial, equipment, space, data etc). This mechanism also enables HQ focal points to 
be regularly informed of ongoing activities. 
 
In most cases OCHA Field Information Support project (FIS) will deploy staff to lead the initial 
establishment of the HIC, incorporating any support available from partner organizations and 
stand-by arrangements (e.g. DFID, SRSA). As the organization bearing financial accountability, 
OCHA is required to review and approve the deployment plan. 
 
OCHA has negotiated standing agreements with donors and other partners for the rapid 
implementation of HICs. OFDA makes available to OCHA an HIC emergency deployment fund 
(annually) and DFID maintains equipment on stand-by. While extremely useful and quite efficient, 
both mechanisms require approval on a case-by-case basis.    
 
7.2.1 Premises  
In deploying a HIC, OCHA will take into account the wishes and capacities of the R/HC and UNCT 
in seeking premises. In many cases the HIC is co-located with another organization, and this 
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carries advantages and disadvantages. Any such arrangement will involve Memorandum of 
Understanding between the parties at the appropriate level. 
 
Host UN Agency 
In some cases an HIC may be hosted by another agency, often one of the operational UN 
agencies. This takes the burden of dealing with day-to-day problems with the premises away from 
HIC staff.  However the HIC will maintain a separate budget and establish an arrangement to 
transfer funds to the host agency. The risk of location within another agency is that the HIC status 
as an ‘independent’ IASC endorsed common service is undermined in the perception of the 
humanitarian community. Issues such as direct access between the HIC staff and their clients, 
prioritisation of HIC activities in the interests of the broad community etc need to be carefully 
managed.  
 
Co-location with other inter-agency bodies 
An HIC may co-locate with one or more other projects with shared interests, for example the UN 
Joint Logistics Cell.  This type of arrangement can work well both in terms of cost sharing and 
synthesis of common aims and approaches (e.g. information dissemination, inter-agency 
approach, broad client base). Co-location and resource sharing with other inter-agency projects 
should be actively sought where it is possible. 
 
Box 16:  HIC Premises Checklist 
 

 Structure.  Walls and roofs are structurally sound; doors and windows are well-fitted. 
 

 Climate.  Temperature and humidity on the premises should be within the right range to ensure 
that equipment and staff function properly, with adequate ventilation to prevent overheating.  If 
possible, proper insulation and climate control should be introduced, with air conditioners if local 
conditions require it.  Lighting should be bright and constant. 
 

 Secure.  Security procedures should be clearly visible throughout the premises.  Access should 
be able to be controlled as necessary with varying levels of access in response to changes in 
security situation. Fire-fighting equipment should be clearly indicated and in good working order – 
smoke alarms should be fitted if possible. 
 

 Utilities.  Plumbing should be sound and a regular water supply is desirable if possible.  
Electrical system is safe and reliable; power supply is consistent and sufficient.  Toilet facilities 
should be available on the premises.  They should be in good working order and kept clean at all 
times. 
 

 Size.  Total floor space is adequate to house all staff and equipment without crowding.  Storage 
space should be sufficient to keep all necessary stock on the premises – otherwise alternative 
arrangements should be made. 
 

 Location.  The offices should be as close as possible to the centre of humanitarian 
Coordination activity.  In practice this generally means closest to UN mission headquarters, OCHA 
offices, lead agency offices, NGO Coordination bodies or government Coordination bodies. 
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 Access.  Offices are accessible to general users.  Preferably on the ground floor, open to the 

street if appropriate.  Parking should be available. 
 

 Layout.  The total number of rooms should provide ample working space for existing staff and 
where possible, allow for potential growth.  At a minimum, the premises should contain a reception 
area, a private space for meetings and a secure space for servers, switches and other equipment  
storage. 
 
 
7.3 Safety and Security Issues 
 
As a common service, the HIC is included in the UN security system. This means that HIC staff will 
follow the regulations, procedures and instructions set out by UNDSS, the Designated Official and 
security officers in the field. These include Minimum Operating Security Standards (MOSS) for the 
security of premises, transport, staff etc. As an example, all HIC field staff are required to undergo 
the course ‘Basic Security in the Field’ prior to deployment. The HIC Manager will be focal point for 
ensuring that security standards and procedures are applied in the field.  
 
7.3.1 Staff Security 
The safety of staff is the most important aspect of the operation.  All staff should be familiar with 
security rules and regulations and emergency procedures established by UNDSS.  Procedures 
should be established for transmitting security information and instructions in the event of a 
security incident.  Redundancy should be built into communications plans to ensure multiple means 
of communications in the event one system fails.  Normally all staff should be equipped with radios 
and trained in their proper use.   
 
A list of office locations and staff residences (using, where possible, latitude and longitude 
coordinates) should be held both in the Field and in Field Information Support in OCHA/NY.  
Emergency contact information for all staff should also be transmitted to FIS. 
 
Failure to follow security rules and regulations is cause for immediate dismissal. 
 
7.3.2 Security of Premises 
HICs often hold valuable equipment, so security of the premises is a priority.  Where operating 
outside established UN premises, the HIC Manager should consult with the UNDSS or designated 
security officer regarding appropriate security measures including the use of security guards and 
other protective measures (i.e. window grills, steel doors, etc). 
 
Key control is a basic but often overlooked aspect of security. The HIC Manager (or delegate) 
should keep a master list of keys.  While individuals connected to the project should have access 
to all the areas that they need for their work, no single person should have a complete set of keys 
unless absolutely necessary.  There should be a minimum of two full sets: one should be kept on 
the premises at all times and one should be located in a safe place away from the premises. 
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Where regular access to a safe is unavailable, one should be procured for storing office funds and 
data backup (see below).    
 
In many crisis locations, standards and maintenance of electrical systems will be poor, raising the 
risk of fire hazard.  The best solution is prevention: this issue should be factored into the selection 
of HIC premises, and if possible the existing system should be assessed by a qualified electrical 
engineer. Fire prevention equipment, procedures and staff training are also very important.   
 
7.3.3 Security of Information 
In any project that relies heavily on ICT for its functioning, ensuring the security of computers, 
servers and other network components is essential.  Network security works on two levels; 
hardware security (controlling physical access to the server, etc) and server security (controlling 
electronic access to files on the computers and servers themselves).   
 
Box 17: Data Back-Up and Recovery 
 
The single most important aspect of data security is data back-up.  Every effort should be made to 
use FiDMS and Maps-on-Demand in order to ensure that a back-up and recovery system is in 
place.  In the event that these are not available, some basic principles should be followed: 
 
• Appropriate hardware, software and related procedures 
• Must be carried out systematically and regularly – daily if possible 
• Must be carried out by staff with clear responsibility, practice and allocated time 
• Must be supported by a structured filing system that staff understand and adhere to 
• Access to essential data should be restricted, within reason.  Desktop computers are more 

vulnerable than a central server 
• Back-up data should be stored in at least two locations, one of which is off-site.  Back-up 

locations should be as secure as possible, particularly with regards to viruses 
• Data storage solutions, including recovery procedures, must be checked regularly for integrity 
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7.4 Staffing  
 
Figure 5: Generic HIC Organization Chart 

 
 
The chart above represents the typical staffing and organizational structure of an HIC.  The number 
of staff and reporting relationships in any one HIC will depend on a number of factors including the 
size of the operation needed, resources and skills available.  The number of staff may also expand 
or contract according the changing emergency situation.  An HIC may be established, for example, 
with a few key international staff, later augmented by appropriate national staff.   
 
All staff should have Terms of Reference (TORs) that clearly define responsibilities, duties and 
reporting lines.  Examples of generic TORs for standard HIC positions can be found in Annex #.  
These TORs can be adjusted to fit the specific needs of an operation.    
 
International staff will normally be identified by FIS in OCHA New York, have their recruitment 
paperwork processed by the Administrative Office in OCHA Geneva and ultimately contracted 
through the UN Office in Geneva (UNOG).  (Past HIC operations have also utilized the UN Office 
for Project Services as the contracting office.)  All international staff should clearly understand the 
terms and conditions of their individual contracts and the applicable staff rules and regulations.  All 
matters relating to contract issues should be referred to UNOG for clarification.     
 
National staff will normally be contracted through an operational UN agency in the field, in most 
cases UNDP.  The HIC Manager and administrative staff should consult with the applicable OCHA 
Administrative Officer or other UN agency Personnel Officer to determine the appropriate contract 
type, pay grades and salary levels for HIC national staff.  Where possible, Service Contracts or 
Fixed-Term appointments should be awarded rather than Special Services Agreements.    
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7.5 Client Service 
 
As indicated in Section 2.6, the success of an HIC in fulfilling its role will depend very much on the 
strength of its relations with partner organizations in the humanitarian community. Underpinning the 
roles and characteristics of an HIC there is a client oriented, participatory ethos which is as 
important as the technical resources a HIC can offer. Together they produce the blend of high 
quality service and demand-led products that is the key to positive relations. 
 
1. Executive Summary: The HIC has been effective in eliciting the co-operation of other 
agencies……much of this is due to its customer service approach. 
 
2. Effectiveness of HIC Liberia: In general the services and products have been well received. This 
has been in large part due to the Centre’s proactive approach to customer service. It was stated 
more than once that the openness and technical competence of the HIC staff, and the promptness 
of their response to enquiries for information and advice on technical matters served to instil a 
sense of trust and co-operation in other humanitarian agencies. 
 
3. Effectiveness of HIC Iraq: All respondents commented on the proactive, customer service ethos 
of the staff, which was excellent and a key part of their effectiveness. Being perceived as a neutral 
platform helped the HIC to gain the trust and co-operation of organizations in the relief community. 
 
Source: HIC Evaluation 2004 
 
Providing good service does not rely on technology: the HIC staff are the vital component. The 
USAID/DFID-funded HIC evaluation conducted in 2004 reported that ‘HIC staff are known for their 
hard work and competence’. The service oriented ethos should be inculcated in each staff 
member, from receptionist to technical staff to management. What this means in practice is 
responsiveness to the needs of the client organizations.  People should feel that the HIC is a place 
where they will get a response to their inquiries which is as helpful and rapid as possible. An HIC 
cannot and should not meet every demand, but if the HIC does not have the information requested, 
staff should either direct the client to the appropriate source or acquire and provide the information. 
 
7.5.1 Publicizing HIC Presence and Products 
The humanitarian community relates to the HIC in the following ways: 
• As sources of information inputs, 
• As consumers of information outputs and services, and 
• As partners in developing the information systems that are required to manage both inputs and 

outputs. 
 
In all these roles it is important to bear in mind that each organization is an actual or potential client 
– without their co-operation the HIC cannot provide a service, and unless it provides them with a 
service they are unlikely to collaborate with the HIC. 
 
Information is not useful until relevant people know it exists, where to get it and how to use it. In 
many cases, organizations are not aware of their need for IM: although they may be aware that 
they are lacking key information, they may not always articulate exactly what information they need 
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or in what form. Therefore the HIC must advertise its presence, explain its role and publicise the 
products and services which can benefit humanitarian organizations. 
 
One way of doing this is to circulate Information Sheets that describe what users can expect from 
an HIC.  As services will not change much, once these are finalized they can be used over a long 
period with little or no need for revision. Contact information for the HIC should be included on 
each Sheet.  Good examples of these are available from FIS. 
 
As with any aspect of information sharing, marketing is about building relationships with 
organizations as clients rather than providers of information.  Initially this means bringing them into 
contact with the project, normally as recipients of basic orientation products.  Disseminating key 
products (such as orientation maps) can demonstrate the usefulness of the HIC and generate 
interest in other outputs. Copies of dissemination products should be circulated to key offices – 
managers, security, logistics, etc – and updated on a regular basis.  Once the initial contact is 
made, HIC staff should follow up with personal visits and consultations to work out exactly what 
organizations are looking for. 
  
All of the above are easy to produce and versatile - they can be given out in hardcopy, circulated 
by e-mail and placed on a website.  The weakness of these products is that they are passive, 
simply presenting lists of information and relying on the client to make a decision about what they 
find useful.  Word-of-mouth remains the most effective way to raise awareness of services and 
products in the field, and the best way to generate word-of-mouth is to provide good products and 
services.  The HIC reception area should be tidy, efficient, friendly and up-to-date with its materials. 
It is also worth attending as many Coordination meetings as possible, preferably taking along 
products to distribute, and making HIC staff available to discuss user needs and perspectives. This 
includes regularly attending Coordination meetings at field locations. 
 

Box 21: Client Interface  
 
The Client Interface is the face of the HIC therefore it is vital to establish an accessible interface 
space as quickly as possible. The space should be laid out in a user-friendly manner, displaying 
information, products and services clearly and distinctly. A reception desk should be staffed at all 
times, preferably by a full-time receptionist who has been fully briefed on all activities. The Client 
Interface should include: 
a) Mailboxes (sometimes known as ‘Pigeonholes’) 
b) Reception Desk (with helpful staff) 
c) Map catalogue (including planned products) 
d) Reports archive 
e) HIC flyers  
f) Order forms for products 
g) Notice boards 
h) Electronic client tracking system 
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7.6 Administrative Procedures 
 
Administrative procedures establish a control system for approving and recording operations. 
Administration is an essential management function, providing a means to monitor operations and 
ensure accountability to donors and other stakeholders. The HIC manager is responsible for 
‘oversight of all administrative matters related to the operation of the project, including financial 
management and relations with donors’. 
 
The UN Secretariat and agencies have well established administration systems. Even minor 
alterations or exceptions to these systems generally require authorisation at the highest level. In 
the field therefore, the priority is to achieve clarity and mutual understanding between the HIC 
management and the administrative agency over the standard procedures, roles and 
responsibilities of each party regarding systems for approval, disbursement and recording of 
various expenditures, security and maintenance of assets, personnel, logistics arrangements etc.  
These will normally be included in the Memorandum of Understanding agreed between OCHA and 
the administrative agency (UNDP, UNOPS or UNHCR) at the time of HIC deployment.  
 
The following is a rough checklist of regular administrative procedures on which there should be 
clarity between OCHA, the field administrative agency and the HIC Manager: 
 
Human resources 
 
• Recruitment (national and international) procedures 
• Terms of reference 
• Grades and pay levels 
• Payroll 
• Expenses (rates, accounting and reimbursement) 
• Staff appraisal procedures 
• Disciplinary procedures 
• Arrangements for secondments (pay, expenses) 
 
Payments 
 
• Petty cash (storage, disbursement, recording, reimbursement) 
• Approval and disbursement procedures (forms, signatures, supporting documents) 
• Expenditure reports (schedule, matched against budget) 
• Transfer procedures from HQ to field 
 
Logistics 
 
• Transport (capital and running expenses) 
• Office (location, maintenance, rent, utilities) 
• Equipment (capital and maintenance expenses) 
• Inventory 
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The relationship between the HIC, local OCHA Administrative office and administrative agency will 
vary according to local practices.  In some cases, administrative and financial matters may be 
channelled through the local OCHA office to the administrative agency while in others, HIC staff 
may deal directly with the administrative agency.  In all cases, an HIC maintains its own Cost Plan 
(see below). 
 
7.6.1 Cost Plan  
The Cost Plan represents the total anticipated cost of operations for an HIC.  A Cost Plan is 
normally drawn up immediately upon deployment and for each calendar year of operation 
thereafter.  The Cost Plan contains a staffing table and other key expenditure areas including travel 
and equipment and is often used as the basis from which to solicit donor funds.  It should be noted 
that the Cost Plan is a plan only and does not necessarily represent actual funds available.  
 
An initial Cost Plan for HIC deployment may be produced by FIS in consultation with the HIC 
Manager.  Thereafter Cost Plans will be generated by the HIC Manager for review by FIS prior to 
submission.  All Cost Plans must be approved by the OCHA Senior Management Team. 
 
The process by which the Cost Plan is revised varies according to the type of adjustment 
necessary.  The HIC Manager may re-distribute funds within on object code (CHECK) by official 
notification to the Finance Office in Geneva.  Approval for re-alignment of funds between object 
codes must be requested from the Finance Office with the appropriate justification.  Changes to the 
level of international staff and changes which will affect the overall cost of the project must receive 
official approval from FIS and the Finance Office. 
 
7.6.2 Fund Allocation 
Operational funding for the HIC is transferred from OCHA Geneva to the relevant administrative 
agency by means of a Financial Authorization.  Financial authorizations may be done on an ad hoc 
basis at the start up of an operation and quarterly thereafter.  Requests for allocations should be 
submitted to the Finance Office in Geneva on the basis of an approved Cost Plan.  (Authorizations 
necessary prior to an approved Cost Plan will normally be requested from FIS.) Financial 
authorizations, once approved, are normally transmitted electronically directly to the administrative 
agency via fax or scanned electronic document.  The HIC Manager should ensure that a copy of 
the Financial Authorization is also provided to the administrative agency. 
 
It should be noted that Financial Authorizations are provided only on the basis of funding available.  
The receipt of donor pledges should be closely monitored to ensure sufficient cash flow to meet 
operational needs.  The HIC Manager should consult with FIS when shortfalls are anticipated.  
 
Funds for local payment of international staff salaries, daily subsistence allowance and other 
entitlements are also transferred via Financial Authorization but are not included in operational 
costs. 
 
7.6.3 Financial Tracking 
The HIC Manager is responsible for ensuring that funds transferred to the Field for use by the HIC 
are appropriately tracked.  Tracking may be done by the OCHA office or the administrative staff of 
the HIC.  Tracking may be done by a simple spreadsheet recording income (funds transfers from 
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OCHA Geneva) and expenses, normally from a template provided by the local OCHA Office or 
Finance Office in Geneva.  Proper documentation of all expenses must be maintained. 
 
7.6.4 Petty Cash 
A petty cash fund may be established to facilitate the purchase of goods and services up to an 
established value (normally USD $50).  Guidelines for establishment and maintenance of a petty 
cash fund are available from the Finance Office in OCHA Geneva.  Further guidance should be 
solicited from the local OCHA office and/or administrative agency.  Establishment will normally 
require the approval of the OCHA Head of Office. 
 
7.6.5 Procurement 
HICs are required to follow all UN rules and regulations regarding procurement of goods and 
services.  Guidance on local procurement should be solicited from the OCHA office or local 
administrative agency.   
 
7.6.6 Personnel issues 
The HIC should maintain complete personnel records for all staff including copies of national staff 
contracts and leave records (timesheets) for all staff.  Attendance records for international staff 
should be transmitted to the Administrative Office in OCHA/Geneva on a monthly basis.  Copies 
should be kept of all documents forwarded to OCHA Geneva to ensure appropriate back-up in the 
event original documents are lost.   
 
Box 18: Cost Recovery 
 
The work done by IM projects in the field would cost a large amount of money if a private 
contractor carried it out.  In the case of HICs the cost of these activities is borne by the donors, 
bringing down the operating costs considerably.  However it is good practice to implement cost 
recovery as part of the project, under the auspices of UNDP, for a number of reasons: 
 
Creating sustainability.  It is important to move away from donor dependency as quickly and as 
carefully as possible - cost recovery is the best method for achieving this. 
 
Realising value.  Although the products and services of HICs are provided for free, client 
organizations should recognize that they do in fact have a cost attached to them.  This will stop 
them from becoming dependent on free products, realize that they will need to invest in their own 
IM capacity, and make the transition to a normal market situation smoother. 
 
Reducing demand.  The HIC will have a finite capacity to produce outputs.  While these outputs 
remain free of charge, the tendency amongst customers is simply to take one copy of every map 
that is produced.  Instituting cost recovery will reduce the level of demand by forcing customers to 
specify exactly what products they are interested in. 
 
Generating interest.  In general people do not value things in which they have not invested.  By 
making clients pay for individual maps, they will start to use those maps more, rather than simply 
using them for decoration.  This will lead to the maps being used more appropriately for planning 
purposes. 
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A proposed cost recovery program must be approved by the Humanitarian Coordinator and 
a mechanism for cash collection and tracking agreed upon with the local administrative 
agency prior.  
 
Payment must be taken in cash.  This must be accounted for in the same way as petty cash is 
dealt with normally, abiding by the same administrative rules governing the project.  Income should 
also be checked against the amount of resources being used.   
 
Cost recovery can be introduced easily for physical products, such as maps and CD-ROMs.  In 
order to make the scheme fair and accountable, a price structure should be worked out on the 
basis of the amount of consumables required for each product, establishing a nominal dollar cost 
for each product.  This cost is then rounded up to the nearest convenient amount, converted to 
another denomination as appropriate and adjusted to take into account ease of printing (i.e. supply 
lines, etc). 
Separate pricing schemes should be considered for local and international organizations to ensure 
that products remain affordable to local actors whose resources may be significantly less than 
those of an international organization. 
 
If cost recovery is to be effective, a business-plan style scheme should be devised that provides a 
clear indication of the level of income and expenditure expected.  The aim of such a scheme is not 
to make a profit but to cover a portion of production costs.  Once production costs are covered, 
further income from the scheme can be used for maintenance or improvements to the project 
equipment.  It should be noted that under OCHA accounting procedures, income collected may not 
be available for immediate use locally. 
 
If a cost recovery plan is successful (i.e. if a consistent level of income can be attained), the core 
costs of the project can be stabilized and further moves towards sustainability can be introduced 
over the long-term.  However it should not be assumed that this will always be the case, 
particularly if specific products are unable to make a profit over their production costs. 
 
 
7.7 Donor Relations 
 
Although initial funding for HIC start-up is usually arranged through FIS, continued operational 
funding will normally need to be solicited locally. The HIC Manager is responsible for establishing a 
relationship with local donor representatives, particularly those from ECHO, OFDA and DFID – the 
three main funding partners for HICs.  While funding requests may be discussed with local donor 
representatives, all requests must be submitted officially from the Donor Relations office in OCHA 
Geneva.  Donor Relations can also advise on reporting requirements.  Draft proposals and any 
necessary grant reports are normally prepared in the field for finalization by FIS and Donor 
Relations Section prior to submission.  
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7.8 Monitoring and Evaluation 
 
Monitoring and evaluation are means of measuring actual performance and comparing this with 
planned inputs, outputs and impact. This is integral to the management function, and a normal part 
of the running of any organization. Monitoring tends to be a continuous, routine activity focussed on 
operational goals, while evaluation is a broader process which takes into account systemic, 
structural and longer-term considerations affecting strategic goals. 
 
A process should be established where the HICs are expected to report on their performance 
against predetermined indicators and benchmarks to measure their progress. 
 
Source: HIC Evaluation (2004) 
 
FIS and the IASC have produced several documents outlining roles and responsibilities, standards 
and outputs to be expected from a HIC and its staff. These documents guide the operation of a HIC 
and provide a benchmark against which performance can be measured.  
 
7.8.1 Monitoring 
The monitoring process essentially involves: 
 

a) preparing a workplan 
Individual HIC workplans are based on the generic terms of reference and developed within 
framework of the HIC Governance structure (set out above). The HIC Manager and R/HC provide 
the groundwork and leadership, while the Steering Committee reviews and approves the plan. 
 

b) measuring and reporting progress (inputs, activities, outputs) 
Performance is measured and reviewed within the same framework as (a) above. The HIC 
Manager acts as the nexus for overseeing operations and reporting progress (including problems 
foreseen or arising). The HIC manager should be referring to the workplan and acting accordingly 
continuously, and the administrative system, as a mechanism for controlling and recording 
operations (See Section 7.6 below), provides a basis for monitoring and reporting.  
 

c) comparing (a) with (b) to identify actual and potential problems, and achievements 
The R/HC (or delegated authority) and Steering Committee each have roles to play in periodic 
review and problem solving. OCHA FIS and the HIC field administrative agency will often also have 
input in accordance with their roles and responsibilities. 
 
UN OCHA staff performance appraisal and review procedures apply to the HIC Manager 
(supervised by the R/HC) and other HIC posts. 
 
7.8.2 Evaluation 
The comprehensive evaluation of HICs carried out in mid 2004 provides a model for the criteria 
and scope which may be applied to appraise the structure within which a HIC operates, it’s impact 
and performance in meeting strategic goals. The Terms of Reference for the 2004 evaluation 
include: 
• Inputs to HICs; stakeholder involvement 
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• Outputs (products and services) from HICs: customer satisfaction, relevance, utility 
• Policy Issues: e.g. relation to Coordination actors and mechanisms 
• Operational Issues: e.g. deployment, equipment, finance and administration 
• Technical Issues: e.g. Data Standards, ICT standards 
 
An evaluation is of no use unless the lessons it draws are applied to future practice. Evaluation can 
guide the future direction of the particular HIC (e.g. transition, exit) as well as inform policy and 
strategy for the HIC concept globally. The timing and frequency of evaluation will depend on the 
phase of the HIC and crisis, resources, performance monitoring output etc. 
 
More opportunities should be created for HIC staff in different countries to….discuss issues of 
common interest, share experiences and exchange lessons learned. 
 
Source: HIC Evaluation (2004) 
 
In addition to formal evaluations, FIS supports an IM and IT network designed to share experience 
and create a community of best practice with regard to IM in humanitarian crises. This initiative 
aims at ensuring that the valuable resource of staff experience is available and accessible to inform 
future projects. 
 
7.8.3 Direct Client Feedback 
Beneficiary Contact Monitoring applies techniques to acquire direct feedback from beneficiaries of 
a project. This methodology can also be applied to the HIC client base. From a service-oriented 
point of view, there are two ways of approaching the need to monitor the success or failure of a 
HIC. 
 
Quantitative analysis 
This means tracking the number of visitors to the project (and ‘hits’ on the HIC website) , and the 
numbers of products disseminated.  A simple method is to count the number of customers visiting 
the project on a walk-in basis.  A visitor tracking form is easy to establish. Likewise, a simple log of 
products distributed can be kept. 
 
However quantitative measures can only provide a rough idea of the scale and usage of HIC 
products and services. They do not measure client satisfaction, or identify strengths or weaknesses 
in HIC activities 
 
Qualitative analysis 
This allows a deeper understanding of the client base. The first step is to introduce client feedback 
tools.  Although the gross number of clients using the project provides a general idea of the 
success of the project (on the assumption that greater client numbers indicate that the project is 
heading in the right direction), only more detailed discussion with clients can provide more specific 
feedback.  An example of this would be a response sheet with a small number of questions asking 
clients about the quality of service, existing products that they value, new products that they would 
like to see in future, etc. Once the HIC is fully operational, this may be extended to a full user 
survey to get more depth.  Short and simple questionnaires can be developed to capture relevant 
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data, and distributed to regular customers (using the data you have built from the client tracking).  It 
is also worth surveying individuals and organizations that do not use the HIC. 
 
7.9 Exit Strategies 
 
A HIC will at some point reach a stage where the emergency phase is ebbing, and reconstruction 
and development actors and programs become more engaged. During this period, in addition to its 
close working relationship with the humanitarian actors, the HIC should proactively engage with 
reconstruction and development actors to ensure that IM activities and products contribute as 
much as possible to the transition. 
 
HICs typically build up large repositories of information and some valuable datasets over their 
lifetime. Some of this information is useful to recovery actors, government and later, development 
actors. 
 
Source: HIC Evaluation (2004) 
 
The timing of exit is clearest in a once-off crisis event such as a natural disaster that has an 
immediate impact and is unlikely to be repeated.  Once the initial response is over and 
reconstruction and capacity-building work begins, implementing an exit strategy is clearly 
appropriate. However in complex emergencies it is often difficult to identify clearly whether and 
when the crisis is over. In some cases (e.g. protracted crises), the emergency phase may be over, 
but the political or security environments remain unstable and segments of the population 
extremely vulnerable. This illustrates that the nature and timing of an exit plan will and should 
depend on the characteristics and expected future direction of the crisis, and in many cases there 
will be a high degree of uncertainty. Nevertheless, from its inception HIC strategic planning must 
include development of an exit or transition strategy. The R/HC and HIC Manager, in consultation 
with OCHA and the Steering Committee, are responsible for deciding how and when the HIC 
should be terminated or transitioned. 
 
While OCHA is responsible for managing HICs on behalf of its partners during the emergency 
phase, if a HIC continues to operate into the post-crisis transition and development environment, 
significant changes may be required in the management structure, funding and administrative 
arrangements. 
 
At the stage where the crisis is judged to be ameliorating, the HIC mandate will begin to recede 
along with that of the humanitarian community which it serves. If an emergency can clearly be 
judged as over, and the IM products and services provided by a HIC cease to be relevant, the HIC 
should withdraw. 
 
The feasibility, format and timing of the implementation of the exit strategy is essentially a question 
of negotiation between the existing HIC management and funding structure (HC, OCHA, HIC 
donors, Steering Committee) and any potentially interested development actors and donors. Apart 
from the nature and direction of the crisis, and IM needs and capacities elsewhere, key factors will 
include the performance and reputation of the HIC, it’s relations with humanitarian and 
development actors (particularly Coordination and funding actors), and whether HIC management 
staff will remain in place post-transition.  
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7.9.1 Termination 
Internally, termination will involve significant administration regarding the ending of staff contracts 
and disposal/transfer of assets. Appropriate organizations (e.g. UNDP or the national statistics 
bureau) should be identified and engaged regarding the transfer of information resources 
(archives) to ensure they continue to be made available to interested parties (these organizations 
may also take on some HIC staff, assets and activities). In addition an institution should be 
identified outside the emergency area where back-ups can be made available globally.  At present 
the data repository provided by the Information Technology Outreach Service (ITOS) of the 
University of Georgia has been identified by the GIST as an appropriate and secure location for 
such storage. 
 
7.5.2 Transition 
This is a variant of termination. The HIC will still cease to operate solely as a humanitarian 
information centre, but instead of closure and liquidation (i.e. laying off the staff and disposing of all 
assets) HIC resources are transferred as a going concern (or working enterprise) to a new 
management and funding structure. 
 
This option allows the incoming management agencies to retain the material, information and staff 
resources relatively intact, providing a valuable base on which to develop IM products and services 
geared toward Coordination and decision making in a development context. Transition possibilities 
include: 
• remaining in the UN system e.g. under the Resident Coordinator or UNDP 
• creation of a local NGO 
• handover to national government or other local institution 
 
As with the termination option, significant administration work will be necessary relating to the 
transfer of assets and staff from the old to new funding and management agencies. 
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Annexes 
 
 
Annex A: Terms of Reference for an OCHA Field Office 
 

OCHA’s Mission Statement 
 
OCHA’s mission is to mobilise and coordinate effective and principled humanitarian action in 
partnership with national and international actors in order to:  

• alleviate human suffering in disasters and emergencies;  
• advocate for the rights of people in need;  
• promote preparedness and prevention; and 
• facilitate sustainable solutions. 

 
Preamble 
 
The primary function of an OCHA Field Office is to support the Resident /Humanitarian Coordinator 
(R/HC), reflecting OCHA’s mandate to support inter-agency humanitarian activities. In so doing, 
OCHA ensures that effective, efficient, coordinated humanitarian assistance is provided to 
populations in need. This includes supporting the R/HC’s to fulfil his/her responsibilities in country 
and with the host government as well as to the Emergency Relief Coordinator (ERC), for both 
complex emergencies and natural disasters.  
 
The R/HC usually has multiple reporting lines, one of which is to the ERC. It is within these 
responsibilities that most of OCHA’s work will be focussed. The Head of an OCHA Field Office has 
dual reporting lines, to the R/HC and to the Chief of the Response Coordination Branch (RCB), 
through the Chief of the relevant geographic section within the Branch.   
 
As the R/HC is responsible for ensuring effectively coordinated humanitarian assistance, the tasks 
outlined in sections one (Humanitarian Coordination Activities) and two (Products and Services) 
are therefore, his/her responsibility. However, the OCHA office will be asked to assist with or will be 
delegated many of these tasks. It is incumbent upon the Head of Office, with the support of RCB if 
necessary, to determine with the R/HC the modalities for completing these tasks. The last section 
on the TOR outlines Internal OCHA Management functions falling under the responsibility of the 
OCHA Head of Office.   
 
An OCHA Field Office is an integral part of OCHA and as such performs duties related to the 
organisation’s efficient functioning.  The Field Office should therefore, expect support from the 
relevant branches. For example, information related to in-country developments may be required 
by the Humanitarian Emergency Branch (HEB) to fulfil its responsibilities within OCHA and to the 
UN Secretariat (e.g. Security Council briefings). Conversely, a Field Office should expect that HEB 
reciprocates by feeding back relevant information attained from within the Secretariat.  
 
The tasks outlined below are generic but most, if not all, should be undertaken in any emergency. 
While the size of an OCHA Field Office may vary, it should be in proportion to the humanitarian 
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community it services. Therefore, it should be the scale of the functions that changes not the 
functions themselves. Prioritisation will obviously, be required.  
 
This TOR describes the functions of an OCHA Field Office. Other OCHA entities such as Regional 
Support Offices, Regional Disaster Response Advisors and IRIN Offices will have distinct and 
separate functions and Terms of References.  
 
Humanitarian Coordination Activities 
 
1. A comprehensive picture of the humanitarian environment is maintained. This includes 

obtaining relevant information on the humanitarian situation, as well as on the ongoing and 
planned response, the history, economy, politics and culture of the country. A comprehensive 
view of the sectoral and geographic coverage amongst the humanitarian community is also 
maintained to identify potential gaps and duplication in assistance provision and protection.  

 
2. A Common Humanitarian Action Plan (CHAP) (or equivalent process) is in place. The CHAP is 

current, complete, and based on consensus from relevant humanitarian actors. This should 
include UN Agencies, NGOs, the Red Cross movement, donors, and where possible, the 
government and beneficiaries. Monitoring and reporting on the CHAP is carried out as 
required, and the CHAP and related Consolidated Appeal (CA) Documents are updated when 
necessary. A related Consolidated Appeal Process (CAP) is carried out as required. The 
preparation of the CAP includes the parties identified above. The programs presented in the 
Appeal are consistent with the agreed CHAP.  

 
3. Resource mobilization is carried out on behalf of the humanitarian community and is consistent 

with the priorities identified in the CHAP.  Efforts are also made, in coordination with the Donor 
Relations Section in Geneva, to ensure the OCHA Field Office receives consistent and 
adequate funding. 

 
4. Contingency and preparedness plans are in place for likely emergencies and natural disasters. 

These plans are regularly updated (at least annually, more regularly in a changing 
environment), include early warning and monitoring arrangements for emergencies and 
disasters, and are inclusive in their preparation and execution, as outlined above. 

 
5. Inter-agency needs assessments are carried out as required. Assessment missions should be 

as participatory as possible without overwhelming local capacities and sensibilities.  
 
6. Structures are in place to ensure effective, participatory coordination for emergencies and 

disasters at the national, and where appropriate, the sub-national or local level. Meetings are 
appropriately structured and attended by relevant humanitarian partners.  Meeting notes are 
disseminated in a timely manner and actions are followed-up as indicated.    

 
7. Sectoral and thematic coordination mechanisms are in place and function effectively, with a 

clearly identified agency leading each sector and thematic group. Meetings are held regularly 
and are attended by relevant parties. Meeting notes accurately summarize key discussion and 
action points and are disseminated in a timely manner to meeting participants and other 
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relevant parties. Structured efforts are made to facilitate consultation and information exchange 
across sectoral/ thematic groups.  

 
8. Regular formal and informal contacts are made with groups and individuals relevant to 

humanitarian efforts, including UN Agencies, NGOs, the Red Cross movement, donors, 
governments, militaries, beneficiaries and non-state actors. This process provides vital 
information and establishes relationships critical to ensuring an effectively coordinated 
humanitarian response. 

 
Products and Services 
 
9. Information and other services and products are provided to the humanitarian community 

(donors, UN Agencies, NGOs, Red Cross movement, government, and beneficiaries), 
including: 
• comprehensive humanitarian briefings; 
• contact lists; 
• meetings schedules; 
• who/what/where data; 
• where capacity exists, GIS and database services, including the promotion of data 

standards; 
• where one exists, support to, or management of, a Humanitarian Information Center. 

 
10. Regular reports on the humanitarian situation are produced and widely disseminated both 

inside the country and externally, for emergencies and disasters. The frequency of reporting 
will depend on the situation.  

 
11. Systematic analysis of trends, humanitarian risks and developments (including regionally), 

which impact humanitarian action is carried out and the results disseminated.  
 
12. Security related analysis carried out by UNSECOORD is informed by the concerns of 

humanitarian organizations and these concerns are taken into consideration when security 
policies are set. 

 
13. Negotiations on issues of humanitarian access and advocacy on humanitarian principles are 

carried out as required with relevant parties, including non-state actors, on behalf of 
populations in need and the principles of International Humanitarian Law. The services of the 
advocacy and external relations capacity at OCHA headquarters is requested as necessary.  

 
14. Policy development services are provided to the R/HC and the humanitarian community in 

general and agreed inter-agency policies are widely disseminated and assistance is provided 
in ensuring their implementation. When necessary, the services of the Policy Development and 
Studies Branch of OCHA headquarters are requested.  

 
15. Public information services and general media relations are carried out on behalf of the UN 

humanitarian system. A country-specific humanitarian web-site may be developed and 
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maintained. When necessary, the services of headquarters public information expertise is 
requested. 

 
16. Policy, protection and assistance issues related to IDPs are identified and acted upon and the 

services of the IDP Unit in Geneva is called upon as required.  
 
17. Where appropriate, a programme of capacity building with the government is undertaken to 

improve the authorities’ capacities to respond to natural disasters and to develop and assume 
responsibility for coordination structures. 

 
18. An exit strategy for the office is developed and efforts are made to ensure that issues related to 

the transition from relief assistance are adequately addressed from the time of establishment 
of a new office.  

 
Internal OCHA Management 
 
19. The OCHA Field Office is effectively managed, including human resources, finances, property 

management, and administrative and narrative reporting with the support of the Administrative 
Office. 

 
20. International staffing requirements are reviewed at least quarterly and where possible, three 

months notice is given to headquarters of foreseeable staffing changes.  OCHA Field 
Managers are aware of OCHA’s world-wide requirements for quality international staff and 
make recommendations on potential candidates.  

 
21. Appropriate monitoring and evaluation is carried out both at the office level and the individual 

level (PAS) and the career development of national and international staff is included in the 
office workplan to ensure adequate training and support is provided.  

 
22. Annual cost plans and workplans for the office and for individual staff members are completed 

in a timely manner and in the agreed formats, in consultation with the Response Coordination 
Branch.  

 
23. Efforts are made, in coordination with the Donor Relations Section, to ensure that the OCHA 

office is fully funded. 
 
24. Regular staff meetings are held. Briefings are provided to all staff on the office’s priorities and 

issues of concern to staff are discussed to identify possible solutions.  
 
25. OCHA offices keep headquarters informed of their activities, including providing advice and 

guidance on important issues related to their country and region, to support the ERC in his 
responsibilities within the UN Secretariat. 

 
26. OCHA offices organize and participate in various types of missions undertaken in their country 

or region, including from OCHA headquarters, donors, agencies etc. 
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Annex B: Scope of Work for an OCHA IMU 
 
Introduction 
 
1.   As stated in the Terms of Reference for an OCHA Field Office, a Field Office is required to 
produce a minimum set of standard information products for the humanitarian community.  
Although every office will produce the same set of standardized products, it is expected that the 
scope of the information product and the frequency with which it is produced will be determined in 
the field by user needs and demands and the capacity of the office.   
 
2.  This document lists the standardized information products and describes the role of the 
Information Management Unit (IMU) in supporting their production and dissemination.  It should be 
noted that this list of information products represents the minimum set of expected products and 
can be augmented based on local needs.   
 
Information Products 
 
3.  The minimum set of standardized information products to be produced or made available by an 
OCHA Field Office are: 
 
a) Contact list of individuals, entities and key government authorities involved in humanitarian 

response 
b) Meeting schedules, agendas and minutes of coordination meetings chaired by the 

Humanitarian Coordinator or OCHA 
c) Who does What Where (3W) information 
d) Inventory of relevant documents on the humanitarian situation, i.e. mission reports, 

assessments, evaluations, etc. 
e) Inventory of relevant data sets on the humanitarian situation. 
f) A country-specific humanitarian web-portal hosted on OCHA On-line 

(http://ochaonline.un.org) 
g) Common Humanitarian Action Plan (CHAP) and Consolidated Appeal Process (CAP) 

documents  
h) OCHA Situation Reports 
i) Basic and thematic maps  
j) Data on the humanitarian requirements and contributions (FTS) 
 
Information Management Unit 
 
4.  Within an OCHA Field Office, the Information Management Unit (IMU) will provide the technical 
support necessary for the production of the information products listed above.  The size and staff 
profile of an IMU will vary depending on the size and needs of the Field Office but will normally 
consist of at least one national or international Information Management Officer and technical 
support staff.    
 
5. Although the processing of data and information into basic information products will take place 
primarily within the IMU, all OCHA staff members have a role in the collection, processing, analysis 
and dissemination of information.    
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6.  The IMU will also maintain data- and information-sharing relationships within the humanitarian 
community and with relevant governmental bodies to promote common data standards and 
advocate for open exchange of data and information.   
 
IMU Activities 
 
7.  Under the direction of the Head of Office, and in close collaboration with other Field Office Staff, 
the IMU will undertake the following tasks: 
 
a) Determine the primary data and information elements required to produce the 

standardized OCHA information products and support core OCHA functions (i.e. CAP, 
contingency planning, etc.). 

b) Design and manage data/information collection plans for baseline and context-specific 
data required by (a) 

c) Support the office in the analysis of processed data and information 
d) Design and implement a structured dissemination plan for all information products and 

services 
e) Support promotion of data and information sharing within the humanitarian community as 

well as the adoption of global data standards, and where appropriate, the establishment of 
country-specific common data standards 

 
8.  In addition, the IMU will provide additional information management services to support the 
needs of the OCHA office and where appropriate, the wider humanitarian community.  These 
services include, but are not limited to: 
 
a) Maintenance of FiDMS (document and data repository) to archive and make available 

documents through a Local Area Network (LAN) 
b) Maintenance of a full, secure and structured back-up of data from the OCHA Office and 

projects in country, including the synchronization of data and documents between the 
office and HQs 

c) Technical advice and support to inter-agency or other significant external data collection 
exercises  
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Annex C : Concept Document for Humanitarian Information Centres 
 
Humanitarian Information Centres (HIC) support the delivery of humanitarian assistance through 
the provision of information products and services. 
 

Humanitarian Common Service 
 
1. HICs are a Humanitarian Common Service (HCS), defined by the Inter-Agency Standing 

Committee Working Group (IASC-WG) as a support function to facilitate efforts of IASC 
organisations and the larger humanitarian community, administered by one or more 
organisation(s) and authorised by an established inter-agency process, and in each specific 
situation requested by the HC/Country Team.   

 
2. In all likelihood when an HIC is present other HCSs are as well. In this case co-location should 

be undertaken where feasible and activities must be very closely coordinated to ensure no 
overlaps, particularly with the UN Joint Logistics Centre.  

 

Background 
 
3. Accurate and timely information is crucial to the effective provision of humanitarian assistance. 

For example, strategic and operational decision making and prioritisation require accurate and 
timely information on the humanitarian situation; Information concerning the needs of affected 
populations and the capacities and locations of humanitarian actors is critical for coordination. 
Quantifiable information on the conditions and needs of affected populations – collected and 
updated on a regular basis and in a consistent format – is required for analysis and the 
identification of trends. 

 
4. Developed at field level to meet recognized needs in collaborative information exchange, HICs 

aim to ensure that individuals and organizations at both the operational and strategic level 
have access to the benefits of information management  (IM) tools to assess, plan, deliver, 
coordinate and monitor humanitarian assistance.  

 
5. Nine HICs (until recently, with differing names) have been deployed or developed locally since 

1999, providing significant lessons learned and creating a body of experience that has defined 
the current HIC minimum standard of products and services. With a single exception, OCHA 
has taken the lead in establishing all HICs, with varying levels of input from other partners.  

 
Objective of Document 
 
6. The objective of this concept document is to establish an agreed understanding amongst 

humanitarian partners on the characteristics and activities expected of a Humanitarian 
Information Centre, as well as its deployment, management and accountability structures and 
mechanisms.  

 



Guidelines for Information Management in the Field  69 

Management and Accountability  
 
7. The IASC-WG has endorsed OCHA as the steward of HICs. By this it is meant that OCHA has 

the responsibility, on behalf of and in consultation with its partners, to: 
• continue to develop the concept of the HIC, including training, advocacy, and representing 

HICs e.g. inter-agency or technical meetings; 
• carry out the deployment of new HICs, according to agreed criteria; 
• provide operational support to HICs during the emergency phase. 

 
8. In the field all HCS report to the Resident or Humanitarian Coordinator (R/HC). In practice, in 

all previous instances, the R/HC has delegated the oversight of the HIC to others; where one 
exists to the OCHA Head of Office. While not prejudging future decisions it is assumed that the 
many demands placed on an R/HC during an emergency will ensure that this practice will 
continue.  

 
9. As a rule, a local steering committee will be established as early as possible by the HIC 

Manager, preferably chaired by the R/HC. Membership of the committee should ideally number 
no more than 10 members and include the key stakeholders of the country’s humanitarian 
community, reflecting the membership of the IASC plus donors and, where appropriate, the 
national government. 

 
10. The steering committee will play the critical role in defining the priorities and strategy for the 

HIC, including approving its workplan. This will be the key mechanism through which partners 
on the ground ensure the HIC’s priorities reflect those of the humanitarian community. 
Members of the steering committee will also be expected to act as advocates in the wider 
community on issues related to information management, including data standards, collection, 
analysis and dissemination. 

 
11. OCHA remains accountable for the effective management and performance of HICs due to the 

risks associated with assuming financial responsibility for the projects and the obligations 
inherent in establishing stand-by arrangements. Opportunities for input into the overall direction 
of the HIC concept as well as specific country operations will be made through the local 
steering committee, the existing Geographic Information Support Team (GIST) network and 
regular reporting to the IASC-WG. 

 
Deployment 
 
12. Unlike natural disasters, most complex emergencies do not have a fixed ‘start date’, increasing 

the difficulty of implementing rigid deployment procedures. However, experience has helped 
identify three conditions that, when they exist, have made an HIC deployment appropriate:  
• A rapidly changing humanitarian operational environment; 
• A large number of new humanitarian actors entering the operational area; 
• A poor or degraded communications network.  

 
13. When these conditions come to exist in an emergency environment, or look likely to occur, 

OCHA will engage the Resident or Humanitarian Coordinator (R/HC) and the UN Country 
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Team (UNCT), ensuring awareness of the HIC concept and deployment mechanisms. If an 
HIC request is forthcoming, OCHA will engage with donors and other partners – using pre-
existing inter-agency mechanisms - to ensure that adequate financial, human and other 
resources exist to support a deployment.  

 
14. In situations where the need for an HIC is uncertain, OCHA or one of its partners will carry out 

an assessment to determine if a deployment will be necessary. The key components of this 
assessment will be an evaluation of the already existing IM capacity in the country and the 
requirements of the operational partners for HIC type products and services.  

 
15. OCHA has negotiated standing agreements with donors and other partners for the rapid 

implementation of HICs. An HIC emergency deployment fund is made available to OCHA on 
an annual basis by OFDA and equipment is on stand-by with DFID. However, both of these 
mechanisms must be approved on a case-by-case basis, which necessitates a time delay of at 
least several days. OCHA has also taken advantage of its stand-by partner arrangements (e.g. 
DFID, SRSA) for emergency staffing deployments for HIC start-up.   

 
16. If an HIC deployment is likely or imminent, OCHA will utilize the network created by the GIST, 

which includes most of the key operational agencies and donors, to solicit input on plans and 
support for the HIC (personnel, financial, equipment, space, data etc.). This mechanism will 
also be used to keep headquarters focal points regularly informed of ongoing activities.  

 
17. The initial priority activities, size and make-up of the HIC will be set through consultations with 

partners at the headquarters and field level, particularly the R/HC and UNCT.  
  
18. In most cases OCHA’s Field Information Support Project will deploy staff to lead the initial 

establishment of the HIC, incorporating any support available from partner organizations and 
stand-by arrangements. For reasons of financial accountability, OCHA senior management will 
need to approve the deployment plan.     

 

Characteristics  
 
19. While all HICs deployed will by necessity (e.g. already existing capacities, physical space, 

security etc.) have some differences, the following characteristics are a minimum expectation 
of an HIC: 
• A physical space where the humanitarian community can share and access information 

resources; 
• A provider of information products and services to the humanitarian community; 
• A focal point for data collection and dissemination; 
• An advocate for improved information-sharing and data standardisation in the 

humanitarian community.  
 
Additionally, an HIC: 

• Is a common resource of the humanitarian community;  
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• Is an integral part of the co-ordination structure, seeking to avoid duplicating existing 
initiatives and maximizing resources;   

• Works in full coordination with specialized agencies to support, if required, sector-
specific work; 

• Is service-oriented and demand-driven, serving the operational and strategic information 
needs of clients – as defined by them. 

 
20. The HIC is a resource for the entire humanitarian community and is not the property of any 

single individual or agency. All data and information products are the collective property of the 
HIC partners – not the property of the HIC - under the guidance of the R/HC and the steering 
committee.  

 
21. The HIC will not normally be involved in primary data collection; rather it serves as an 

information exchange platform, providing a neutral service for the collation, processing, 
analysis and dissemination of data. The HIC’s role in analysis will usually be limited to 
processing and presenting data in such a way as to make it usable for decision-makers, who 
need to add the relevant context and technical expertise.    

 

Functions  
 
22. Based on previous experience, the results of the 2002 Symposium on Best Practices in 

Humanitarian Information Exchange, and the recently completed independent evaluation of 
HICs, the core functions would normally include:  
• Provide a range of information products and services such as GIS, database 

development, website maintenance for dissemination etc. as the context dictates; 
• Promote, and develop where necessary, data standards;  
• Collect, maintain and make available a range of data sets from all sources, processing 

and disseminating this data as appropriate to support humanitarian operations;  
• As required and possible, provide technical support and advice to improve the 

information management capacity of the humanitarian community, particularly at the 
sectoral level; 

• Engage with local actors to support and improve existing information infrastructures, 
particularly government counterparts. 

 
Post-Emergency Phase 
 
23. In addition to its close working relationship with all members of the humanitarian community, 

the HIC must engage reconstruction and development actors as early as possible and ensure 
that all activities undertaken will be compatible with future development needs so as to best 
ease transition, if that is required.  

 
24. While OCHA is responsible for managing HICs on behalf of its partners during the emergency 

phase, most of them endure long beyond pure relief efforts have ended. Of the nine HICs that 
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have been created over the past five years OCHA is only currently involved in three; two have 
closed and four continue under different management (local NGO, government or UNDP 
managed). 

 
25. From its inception, an HIC’s strategic planning must include development of an exit or 

transition strategy. The strategy will be based on existing needs and capacities in the field, 
although it is understood that financial and other concerns will always play a part. The R/HC 
and the HIC Manager, in consultation with OCHA and the steering committee, are responsible 
for deciding when and how the project should be transitioned or terminated.  
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