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REVIEW OF AID COORDINATION FOR SOMALIA 
 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
1. INTRODUCTION 
 
The SACB Executive Committee set up a Review Working Group in 2003 with 
representatives from its constituent groups, donors, NGOs and the UN agencies. The 
mandate of the working group was to examine and review the SACB structures, processes, 
procedures, data and information flows and documentation at all levels and make 
recommendations to the SACB Executive Committee for approval. In order to facilitate the 
review, an international consultant was commissioned to write this report, developing 
recommendations for the Review Working Group on the future of the SACB. 
 
The review was based on as wide consultation as possible, involving a total of over 150 
semi-structured interviews and discussion group meetings with a wide range of stakeholders 
including donors & embassies, UN agencies & programmes,  international and multilateral 
organisations, international NGOs, Somalia NGOs and civil society organisations, Somali 
administrations / ministries & political groupings and former key participants in the SACB. 
Field visits were made to Somaliland (Hargeisa), Puntland (Bosaso, Garowe) and to South 
Central Somalia (Belet Weyne, Wajid, Hudur, Mogadishu) and this work was facilitated by 
two international consultants.  
 
Somalia provides a challenging & unpredictable operating context for aid agencies. Both 
Somalis and international aid staff express their frustrations at the difficulties of providing 
assistance to Somalia, reflecting more than 10 years of political impasse for Somalia and 
declining international interest. Many Somalis are critical and sceptical about external 
assistance, partly arising from the experience of the UNOSOM period in the 1990s when 
large quantities of aid were diverted to warlords and their militias. They tend to see the aid 
agencies as wasteful, self-serving and remote. 
 
The report looks at general issues and lessons arising from aid coordination in other 
protracted conflict contexts, including Afghanistan, Sudan and West Bank and Gaza. 
 
2. SACB - OVERVIEW 
 
The SACB’s mandate derived from the 1993 Addis Ababa conference. Only the SACB 
survives from the original structures envisaged in the Addis Ababa declaration. The Somali 
structures of development committees never materialised as originally planned and the UN 
Development Officer for Somalia (UNDOS) became a controversial body within the UN 
Somalia system and was closed in 2001. 
 
The SACB’s overall mandate and role have not been reconfirmed or revised by the 
international community in the light of the evolving Somalia context since 1997. 
 
The SACB works on the basis of voluntary involvement and commitment of its members 
and on the basis of consensus. It is somewhat unique in an international aid structure in 
providing equal access and membership for the three groupings of members, donors, UN 
agencies and NGOs. 
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The SACB is a Nairobi-based entity and much of its activity takes place there, although 
efforts to support and strengthen field-based coordination efforts have been discussed since 
1999 and some of the SACB’s sectoral committees have tried to meet regularly within 
Somalia. The SACB draws a lot of criticism, particularly from Somalis, for being Nairobi-
based but there is little practical chance of a move to Mogadishu until political and security 
conditions improve. 
 
SACB is defined in its Handbook as a platform for coordination of international aid to 
Somalia. It provides a forum for all partners to discuss humanitarian, rehabilitation and 
development issues. The SACB also offers the opportunity to share information on trends in 
security, governance, and peace and reconciliation efforts, on an apolitical basis and 
provides an opportunity to promote better understanding of the complex situation in 
Somalia. 
 
The SACB has developed a series of codes of conduct and guiding principles to inform the 
work of aid agencies. It is not clear how these documents hang together, whether any 
hierarchy is involved or whether any have been superseded. They have been drawn up by 
the SACB without consultation with any Somali authorities and little appears to have been 
done to disseminate and promote these key SACB documents. None of the codes and 
guidelines appear to be living documents that are being regularly used by SACB members. 
 
The SACB has made considerable progress in developing sectoral strategies, but there is a 
lack of an overall, over-arching strategy for international assistance for Somalia. The peace 
dividend approach has been a central plank of the international aid community’s assistance 
for Somalia. This review found that, while the peace dividend approach is still considered to 
be in place, in practice it has not monitored or evaluated, nor has there been any substantial 
discussion about it within the SACB committees. In addition, there is widespread 
misunderstanding about what the peace dividend approach means and considerable 
scepticism about its appropriateness.  
 
3. SACB STRUCTURES & FUNCTIONING 
 
It is a principle of the SACB that membership and most of its committees are open to all 
agencies concerned with aid to Somalia, including Somali NGOs. In practice, Somali NGO 
attendance is very limited because of the difficulties of expense, access to air travel, time 
and visas. Somali authorities are not represented in the SACB structures. Occasionally 
representatives from some Somali authorities have attended or been invited to meetings in 
Nairobi. When SACB meetings have been held in Somalia, the authorities have been fully 
represented. 
 
Participation in the SACB is mainly from ‘western/northern’ agencies and donors. For 
example, involvement by Arab donor states, agencies and multi-lateral bodies has been 
almost non-existent. Participation by and contact with African entities such as IGAD and 
the African Union has also been very limited. 
 
The SACB Executive has not carried out areas of its mandate such as discussion of  a 
longer-term policy framework and the peace dividend approach, nor has it monitored the 
implementation of the various SACB codes and guidelines. In its genesis, the SACB 
Executive was regarded as a donor forum. However it is clear that it does not effectively 
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fulfil that function. There is little or no coordination by donors on programme and funding 
issues.  
 
As with the Executive, the Steering Committee has not taken up cross-cutting issues or 
provided strategic guidance and coherence. Most key issues coming to the Committee are 
referred up to the Executive Committee. Both Committees lack leadership and drive and are 
under-performing. 
 
The dynamics between the leaderships of the EC and the UN for Somalia have dominated 
the history of the SACB. Both entities have signalled a weakened interest in the SACB in 
the last two to three years, coinciding with changes in leadership. Unless there is a strong 
commitment and vision and leadership from the top of the EC and the UN in relationship to 
the SACB, the latter will continue to weaken. 
 
The SACB Consultative Forum is important in that it is open to anyone to attend and 
therefore in theory provides an element of consultation with and accountability to Somalis 
who can attend meetings in Nairobi. However, if the Forum is meant to be a consultative 
body for the SACB, it lacks bite with little feedback going to the Executive.  
 
The SACB sectoral committees and their associated working groups are generally seen by 
those involved in member agencies in Nairobi as the most valuable parts of the SACB’s 
activities and seen as the core of its work. These committees are valued for providing: 
 

- Forums for information exchange between agencies 
- Forums for presenting projects, peer comment, sharing lessons, including 

feeding back from programme evaluations 
- Mechanisms for establishing sectoral guidelines and strategies 
- Sounding boards 
- Platforms to discuss issues 
- Information and briefing resource for new staff , agencies and consultants 
- A project vetting process for some agencies 
- Commissioning structures for sectoral consultancies (e.g. on the 
environment) 
- In the case of the Health Sectoral Committee, substantial resources for 

Somalia have been mobilised from GAVI and GFATM. 
 
The SACB Health Sectoral Committee is the only Sectoral Committee to have a dedicated 
support secretariat comprising a technical qualified and experience Health Sector 
Coordinator and a Project Assistant. The Committee’s achievements have been partly due to 
the role of the dedicated technical advisor supporting the strong commitment of a number of 
key agencies involved in both the funding and the implementation of health programmes.  
 
The question arises as to whether other SACB sectoral committees should have technical 
coordination support along the lines of the Health Sectoral Committee. The review’s 
conclusion is that there should be more senior support available for the committees, but that 
the appointment of, say, four dedicated sectoral specialists would not be justified in terms of 
cost.  
 
The assumption of the Country Coordinating Mechanism role for the Global Fund is also a 
unique feature of the Health Sectoral Committee. It is to the enormous credit of the SACB 
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that it has been able to fulfil this role in the absence of mechanisms that would normally 
have a major role for a central government.  
 
The Secretariat’s support work for the SACB committees is much valued. It generally 
provides a predictable and reliable service.   
 
Both the SACB and its members have failed to inform and communicate effectively about 
the nature and scope of assistance to Somalia and the SACB has not developed any kind of 
overall communications strategy. 
 
4. SOMALI PARTICIPATION IN THE SACB 
 
The proposals that came out of the 1993 Addis Ababa conference envisaged the SACB 
supporting and working with District and Regional Development structures in the absence 
of a functioning central government. Those structures did not come into being and the 
SACB has over the years struggled with ways of creating effective relationships with the 
various and varied regional administrations that exist in Somalia. 
 
During its field visits, this review found widespread ignorance and misunderstanding and 
often negative views of the SACB and its role from both Somali officials in the various 
administrations and Somali NGOs and other civil society organisations. SACB is perceived 
sometimes as donor or a body that controls the flow of resources to Somalia. The power of 
SACB and its role are often over-estimated, being seen by some as a government in exile in 
Nairobi and a talking shop that excludes Somalis and is never seen on the ground. For some 
Somalis, the SACB encapsulates the distrust, suspicion and frustration that they have about 
international aid in general. They feel the agencies are self-serving and wasting money in 
Nairobi intended for Somalia. 
 
Despite these often vociferous criticisms of the SACB, almost no one in Somalia suggested 
that the SACB should be got rid of. Inevitably the SACB serves as the target for any 
criticisms of the international community, but there is also a realisation that, in the absence 
of a central Somali government and current weak international commitment to Somalia, the 
SACB could also play an advocacy role for Somalia.  
 
The international community has a responsibility to coordinate its assistance to Somalia in 
an open manner, responsive to the needs and priorities of the Somali people. Its strategies 
and plans should be based on full consultation with the communities involved and with the 
appropriate local and regional authorities. Somalis also need to recognise that it is legitimate 
for the aid community, both international and national, to have its own coordinating forums 
that then engage with authorities, with civil society and communities.  
 
The priorities for the SACB are: 
 
1. To better explain its role and the modes of operation of its members 
2. To strengthen dialogue and consultation within Somalia, where possible in a structured 

way with the local administrations 
3. To encourage SACB member organisations in their own consultative processes to 

explain the SACB’s role and also encourage Somali participation. 
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5. FIELD COORDINATION 
 
Conditions and context for aid coordination within Somalia vary considerably. As with 
most agency work, coordination functions are disrupted by security events resulting in 
periodic withdrawals of international staff from some areas and relocation of offices and 
programme work in others. 
 
The SACB’s presence and support role to coordination work through the Somaliland 
government ministries and with the aid agencies is generally welcomed and is reckoned to 
have helped improve the coordination work of some of the line ministries. Unfortunately, 
this work has been hampered by the lack of a counterpart and sometimes unconstructive 
attitudes within the Ministry of National Planning and Coordination. 
 
In Puntland, government coordination structures are weak. Some SACB sectoral 
committees met in Puntland from time to time, but these were disrupted by the political 
instability of  2001/2002. Generally, there is a sense in Puntland that inter-agency 
coordination has been weakened by the 2001/2002 disruptions. 
 
OCHA’s role in field coordination has generally been appreciated in Somalia, particularly in 
relation to the drought in Sool / Sanaag plateau and other emergency responses, and also to 
the fact that it has field staff with a designated coordination role. However, the review found 
many international and national agency staff who are not clear about the respective 
coordination roles of OCHA and the SACB.  
 
Detailed proposals for a SACB field structure were drawn up in 1999 but never fully 
implemented. In the meantime OCHA filled the vacuum in field coordination arrangements 
left by the SACB. The pros and cons of whether OCHA, the SACB or some combination 
should carry out field coordination functions was, it seems, never fully debated, nor earlier 
proposals for SACB field coordination looked at again. 
 
The SACB model, for all its imperfections and slowness, is based on an inclusive vision of 
coordination providing a relative neutral forum without organisational biases. There is the 
danger of a mismatch between the relative neutrality and inclusiveness of the SACB 
framework and the focus of OCHA on and within the UN system. The SACB also aims to 
cover the full spectrum of aid activities from humanitarian relief work to development. 
OCHA has a global mandate for UN humanitarian coordination often in close coooperation 
with NGOs and the Red Cross/Red Crescent Movement. Nevertheless, the reality of the 
situation is that OCHA now has a network of field staff established and the way forward in 
strengthening field coordination will need to be practical and pragmatic. 
 
Field coordination meetings are usually limited to information exchanges and discussion of 
common operational issues such as security. There is less focus on programming and 
implementation, partly it seems because field staff often feel disempowered and subject to 
decisions made by their agency HQs in Nairobi.  
 
Interaction with and flows of information between the field and Nairobi are generally weak.  
 
Somali NGOs are generally marginalised in field coordination structures, although some of 
their umbrella organisations are growing in strength and capacity.  
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6. CONCLUSIONS 
 

SACB – SUMMARY OF STRENGTHS & WEAKNESSES 
 
STRENGTHS WEAKNESSES 
• Survived 10 years  
• A mechanism that provides relatively equal 

status for donors, UN and NGOs 
• Provides a framework / reference point for 

agencies and donors, particularly in 
sectoral areas 

• Enables voluntary coordination to happen 
• Developed strategies and standards in some 

key sectors 
• Provided a joint response mechanism to 

deal with security incidents 
• Provided a framework with which to 

engage Somali administrations 
• Provides open access & a good deal of 

transparency (less so on outcomes) 
• Provides a programme vetting framework 

& a tool for those agencies committed to 
transparency, learning and advocacy 

• Has been able to provide GAVI and 
GFATM country coordination mechanisms 

• Provides some institutional memory 
• The Consultative Forum and nearly all the 

SACB committees are open to any 
organisations working in Somalia, 
including Somali NGOs. 

• The Secretariat has supported a predictable 
& reliable framework of coordination 
meetings and email lists for inter-agency 
communication 

• Health Sectoral Committee demonstrates 
value of having dedicated technical advisor 

• Lack of Somali participation 
• Generally weak role in field coordination 

(partial exception of Somaliland) 
• The Executive and Steering Committees 

both punch below their weight (e.g. in 
areas of policy and cross-cutting issues) 

• Has developed codes and guidelines but 
generally these have not been promoted or 
monitored 

• Donor coordination is weak  
• The SACB Executive does not effectively 

fulfill function as a donor forum  
• The SACB has not been able to 

consistently engage with Somali 
administrations (Somaliland and Puntland) 

• SACB has poorly communicated itself and 
is widely misunderstood in Somalia 

• Has not fully realised its advocacy 
potential on behalf of Somalia 

• Lack of structured management support to 
the Secretariat & currently weak 

• Emphasis on Nairobi-based meetings is 
partly unavoidable, but severely limits 
Somali participation 

• Too many meetings 
• Too much time spent on information 

exchange 
• HSC peer review pressure has created 

resistance from some agencies 

 
The Review notes that the SACB has been weakened in the period since 2002, mainly due 
to a lack of leadership and vision from the key players, the EC and UN. The Secretariat has 
also been weakened during 2004 due to understaffing.  
 
It is important to point out that the SACB is always bound to be a reflection of its members, 
their strengths, weaknesses and priorities and above all, their commitment to effective aid 
coordination. It is also always going to be a reflection of complexities and fragmentation of 
the Somali context. 
 
The future of the SACB depends on the vision, drive and commitment of the key players, 
the UN group and the EC, with supporting commitment from other SACB members.  This 
is the bottom line for the SACB. Taken together, the overall commitment of SACB’s 
members will reflect the importance given to Somalia and the plight of its people, whatever 
the outcome of the current peace talks.  
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It remains to be seen whether the international community at large can respond 
appropriately to the challenges that Somalia will throw up. It could be that the two 
‘systems’ and ‘cultures’ are worlds apart and will continue to grind uneasily against each 
other. As in other protracted conflict situations, aid agencies, both international and 
national, may be left trying to pick up the humanitarian pieces in the absence of effective 
and just political settlements. 
 
Somalia is a prime example where ‘Western’ aid systems are trying to operate across global 
geopolitical and religious fault lines that have widened substantially since 9/11 2001. 
However, it does seem that carefully handled, there might be opportunities for ‘Western’ 
and Arab and Islamic aid agencies to meet and develop better mutual understanding. 
 
International aid coordination mechanisms are never perfect. The international aid system 
contains too many built-in dysfunctions and conflicting and differing forces at work. 
However, the SACB, with its imperfections, has been recognised internationally as a 
mechanism that offers a model of coordination based on voluntarism and equal participation 
of donors, the UN and NGOs. 
 
Given the fragmented nature of Somalia, the SACB can continue to play a role in the aid 
context in fostering all-Somalia discussion and standards. SACB and its members have an 
opportunity to engage with non-traditional aid players, such as those based in Arab 
countries or with Islamic identities. The SACB can play a key role in the early stages of 
Somalia’s reconstruction, if a viable central government takes shape. 
 
7. RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
The report looks at various scenarios that the SACB may have to respond to in the future. 
For all scenarios, the unpredictability of the Somalia, the regional and the international 
contexts means that the SACB will need to respond to rapidly changing circumstances. 
 
The proposals build on the SACB’s strengths rather than creating a new structure. 
 
All opportunities should be taken to shift the balance of discussion and consultation to 
Somalia and to the Somalis in order to bring issues and experience up from reality on the 
ground. 
 
The main recommendations contained in the report are outlined here: 
 
1. This report is not suggesting major changes to the SACB’s remit. Its mandate and aims 

should be re-stated, clarifying its role as a body that supports and facilitates international 
aid coordination in the closest possible cooperation with Somali administrations and 
Somali civil society. It does not seek to replace legitimate Somali administrations and 
has a temporary existence until internationally recognised government is fully 
established in Somalia 

 
2. SACB should develop structured links with IGAD, probably through the Partners’ 

Forum, and with the African Union and Arab League (since Somalia is a member of 
both), while recognising SACB’s non-political status.  
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3. A strengthened SACB should be re-launched and re-mandated at a high level 
international meeting, such as the donor meeting to be held if there is a successful peace 
settlement and a central government established.  

 
4. A Somali Donor Group should be formed with five members selected to sit on the 

SACB Executive Committee. 
 
5. The Executive Committee should be revamped as a vigorous body to lead the SACB’s 

activities, respond to members’ issues and concerns and to discuss substantive 
coordination issues.  

 
6. The Executive Committee should review the various instruments drawn up by the 

SACB, such as the Code of Conduct, Policy Framework for Continuing Cooperation in 
Somalia and the Guiding Principles of Operation, and decide which are still valid and 
should be promoted and disseminated. 

 
7. The Steering Committee should be dissolved. The five existing Sectoral Committees 

and the HRG should report straight to the Executive Committee.  
 
8. The SACB should develop an overall strategy framework for assistance to Somalia.  
 
9. The SACB will continue to have an open, voluntary membership, but members will be 

expected to follow the General Conditions of Membership. 
 
10. Each SACB Sectoral Committee, working group and task force should review its 

methods of working looking to increase Somali participation, efficiency and 
effectiveness. 

 
11. SACB members should seek to increase Somali participation in the SACB through their 

own channels and with their Somali partners. The SACB will encourage good practice 
in this area. 

 
12. After consultation with the SACB Consultative Forum, it is proposed that the frequency 

of meetings in Nairobi should be reduced to three or six monthly. The emphasis should 
shift to holding Regional Consultative Forums in Somalia, probably on a six monthly 
basis. 

 
13. Every priority should be given to using Somali human resources in the SACB’s 

activities, including the human resources available from Somali intellectuals and 
consultants. 

 
14. The SACB should give careful and constructive inputs and responses to planning and 

policy documents developed by Somali administrations. 
 
15. The SACB’s channels should be used for the circulation of appropriate documents and 

studies originating from Somali sources. 
 
16. The SACB should appoint a minimum of three SACB liaison officers to support 

coordination in the field and facilitate links with Nairobi, one of them for Somaliland. 
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17. A pragmatic way forward would be for OCHA to lead field coordination in areas of 
Somalia where humanitarian action predominates with back-up and close liaison with 
the SACB. The SACB can support coordination in conjunction with administrations in 
more stable areas (such as Somaliland and Puntland) where SACB members are more 
engaged in rehabilitation and development work. An alternative suggestion is that 
SACB takes the lead in supporting field coordination in Somalia generally, working 
closely with OCHA whose staff would focus on humanitarian preparedness and 
response and intra-UN humanitarian coordination. 

 
18. The roles of SACB & OCHA in field coordination should be discussed, clarified and 

agreed based on the outcome of agreements about field coordination responsibilities. 
 
19. The SACB’s Field Coordinator in the Somaliland Ministry of National Planning and 

Coordination should continue, with a joint SACB / Somaliland government review of 
the project during 2005. 

 
20. The SACB should explore the possibilities of running a similar exercise, as in 

Somaliland, in support of the Puntland authorities’ coordination efforts. 
 
21. The report makes a number of recommendations for developing SACB’s information 

and communications. 
 
22. The SACB Secretariat should be strengthened to support a more proactive role for the 

SACB, particularly in the event of  a transition to a central government in Mogadishu. 
The Secretariat will support the strengthened Executive Committee, the streamlined 
activities of the SACB’s other committees and the upgrading of the SACB’s role in field 
coordination. 

 
23. The post of Head of Secretariat should be upgraded. 
 
24. A new post of HQ Liaison Officer is intended to increase support to the Sectoral 

Committees, help to improve Somalia/Nairobi/Somalia links and flows of information 
and the interface between sectoral and area-based coordination activities. 

 
25. In the follow-up to this report, the document should be widely circulated and the Review 

Working Group should draw up a plan of follow-up action and implementation which, 
among other things will include clear statements of which recommendations are 
recommended for acceptance by the Executive, the reasons for rejection of others, and a 
timetable. 

 
A number of additional recommendations are made in the event that there is a transition 
process involving the formation of a central government in Mogadishu. 
 
1. Also as a matter of urgency, the SACB Executive should open a dialogue with the 

forthcoming Transitional Federal Government.1 
 

                                                 
1 Perhaps the SACB could hold a briefing reception to invite these parties, using the publication of a report as 
a peg. 
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2. Support and find ways to build the capacity of whatever structure the new government 
decides to set up to coordinate assistance (possibly a cell within the Ministry of Finance 
or Ministry of Planning or attached to the Prime Minister’s Office). The capacity 
building function should be an integral part of wider plans to build the new 
government’s structures and capacity. 

 
3. The Executive in conjunction with the SACB’s Sectoral Committees and the HRG 

should develop a position paper with proposals for the SACB’s role in transition based 
on this review and work that is already being done in other quarters. 

 
4. On the assumption that Somaliland continues to assert its non-recognised independence, 

SACB’s role will continue as now in support of the Somaliland government’s aid 
coordination efforts strengthened by the posting of an SACB Field Liaison Officer 

 
 
 


