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Humanitarian Programme Cycle (HPC) 2016 lessons learned
The following note summarizes the key issues/challenges with accompanying recommendations collected through a lessons-learned exercise following the conclusion of the 2016 planning process. The note is based on initial inputs gathered from Cluster coordinators at the December inter-cluster coordination group meeting. The note will be shared with clusters and then the HCT prior to finalization.  The finalized note will also be shared with OCHA HQ focal points, ICCG, HCT, etc. 


1. Timeliness of Guidelines and Templates received from Headquarters and overall HQ support 

· The training held for OCHA HPC focal points in July was a positive initiative and helped familiarize HPC coordinators with how to produce quality HNO and HRP documents. 
· Countries were familiarized with the new look templates and OCHA country offices were made are of the expectations around the 2016 HPC much earlier than in past years however, final templates and guidance still came once the planning process had already started.

· Headquarters support during the HNO process was more inconsistent than in past years due to changing focal points for oPt at headquarters level. 
Recommendations:  
· Providing templates and guidance well in advance of the planning process (early in the year) will help country teams ensuring that the right tools are in place and that data collection efforts are in line with HPC information presentation requirements, as well as allow for early discussions in country on how to best use the template for the country’s needs.
2. Timeline
· The HNO and HRP were completed within global deadlines, which allowed oPt to feature in the global launch.
· Data from three major assessments/ profiles which underpinned the HNO (i.e. the VPP+, the SEFSec and the IDP exercise) only became available in late September/ early October resulting in a later start to the HNO development process than would have been ideal. As a result, the response planning stage was shortened, since the staggered planning process means that the HNO should be in an advanced stage prior to development of the HRP to ensure that needs analysis informs response. Vetting in oPt also needs ample time due to the thorough vetting process that partners have come to expect in oPt. 

· A number of in-country donors communicated to OCHA and HCT members that bringing donors into the planning process early on was a major positive development. Not only were donors able to help shape the plan, but also received early information on the HCT’s priorities to allow them to align their own strategies and efforts. This also helped mitigate some of the challenge faced since 2014 where the new staggered timeline under which the HRP is finalized considerably later than the HNO means that the publication of the HRP is too late for some donor funding cycles (albeit if only by a matter of a few weeks). It remains important to ensure that the HPC timeline allows us to capitalize on influencing donor funding decisions to the maximum extent possible and to promote timely funding, particularly for projects that need to start at the beginning of the calendar year. 
Recommendations: 
· The HCT, led by the HC should continue the positive trend of donor engagement in the planning process, keeping donors engaged throughout the 2016 cycle
. 
· Major assessments that underpin the HNO should be planned to be completed well in advance of the planning cycle to allow the HNO process to start earlier (i.e. in August or September). The late completion date of the major inter-agency/ sector assessments in 2016 was largely due to these assessments being contingent on external, non-HCT partners, i.e. PA bodies/ ministries.  Should some assessments inevitably not become available until later, it might be possible to consider completing as much of the needs analysis as early as possible in the cycle, even pending fresh data given that the situation in oPt tends to change little year to year. 


3. Humanitarian Needs Overview
· This year’s HNO represents a significant improvement on last year’s HNO in part due to the availability of comparable data across clusters from cross-cluster data sources such as the Vulnerability Profile Plus. This allowed OCHA and clusters to produce vulnerability maps, while availability of cluster needs data at the governorate level and by Oslo administrative area, allowed for production of severity maps and better estimation of the overall oPt caseload. The ability to disaggregate numbers on need was the result of combination of creative and interesting uses of country wide assessment tools such as the  VPP the work of cluster coordinators in gathering and analyzing various cluster data sources, and strong cooperation and commitment of the HCT to ensure that the oPt produces a HNO that is globally compliant.  

· Although an indicative HNO template compiled of best practices was received in a timely fashion, the HNO annotated template was received late in the process, which led to the country office having to interpret expectations for some parts of the template. The HNO template was slightly updated late in the process to take into account sex and age disaggregation. 

· Gathering sex and age disaggregated data has been a challenge for many clusters in oPt many of whom do not have dedicated IM capacity in place. In many cases OCHA and clusters had to rely on national PCBS ratios for sex and age breakdowns. Qualitative gender analysis at the inter-cluster level was better than in previous years due to inclusion of questions on community level gender vulnerabilities in the design of the VPP+. This was captured in a specific section on gender issues in the HNO. 
· The availability, albeit with room for enhancement, of new and relevant preparedness/DRR data from the VPP+ for the HNO was a major strength from the point of view of preparedness/DRR.
Recommendations:
· Work with the humanitarian community throughout the year to strengthen gender analysis and SADD in needs assessments in oPt. 

· Advocate for additional IM / analysis capability within the clusters / sectors.

· Support the implementation of the gender related measures at the cluster level as per the recommendations from the last cluster coordination architecture review.
· Ensure the participation of all humanitarian actors in regularly updating the 3/4W.

· Maintain the Assessment Registry and raise its profile/update frequency via the inter-cluster mechanism.

4.  Humanitarian Response Plan
· The new HQ templates are a significant improvement compared to past years, encouraging succinct and clearer narrative, better infographics and greater clarity and detail on in need populations and planning figures.  

· Providing geographically and status disaggregated cluster targets was particularly challenging. Nevertheless, clusters were able to provide the requested detail through a combination of information in project sheets, cluster knowledge and discussions, or through their own tracking systems (e.g. food security sector). 
· Each cluster response plan expressed well how the cluster will address the four cross-cutting themes of the 2016 HRP (i.e. gender, DRR, transition and community engagement). However, there is still a need to more systematically address these themes in cluster response plans, for example by identifying specific cluster level activities where appropriate  tied to the four themes, or paying closer attention to ensuring that approaches that help meet the four cross-cutting issues are taken in existing activities. 
· The HRP should be aligned with development oriented frameworks such as the UNDAF. 

Recommendations:  
· Strengthen information management at the cluster and inter-cluster level to develop a stronger evidence base for response planning.

·  An AAP framework should be put in place. 

· Alignment with development frameworks should be clearly stated and should explain who is eligible for humanitarian versus development assistance (and under which basis). Planning for the new UNDAF should be utilized an opportunity to align efforts from the outset. 
5. Project Submission and Vetting Process 

(i) Clarifying and agreeing on the concept of resilience and early recovery  and HRP boundaries
· A number of projects presented in the HRP 2016 propose “resilient” activities, yet what is meant by resilience is not understood in the same way by all actors. There have been efforts through the ICCG to better understand the concept of resilience in oPt however this has not yet translated into clear criteria that can be used at a practical project level. Similarly, there is not yet a robust understanding of early recovery in this context which led to some confusion at the project vetting level. Some agencies felt that tighter guidance needs to be given by OCHA on the boundaries of the HRP given that in 2016, the intention was to make the plan more focused than in past years. The discussion on early recovery was held late in the planning process as an ER adviser was not in country beforehand.
· There were some contentious projects in 2016 that were vetted out having been vetted in last year. This is partly due to a renewed effort in 2016 to narrow the focus of the humanitarian plan. There were also some inconsistencies between Gaza and West Bank vetting panels (in some clusters) as to what should be vetted in or out.

Recommendations:

· Include an over-all discussion of crosscutting issues such as Preparedness and Resilience from the onset of the process in order for OCHA and the Clusters to agree on the level of priority and ambitions.  To also have this discussion early in the process could have assisted clusters and participating organizations in better, and in a more uniform manner, presenting and highlighting preparedness and resilience aspects of their analysis and planned interventions, and perhaps even influencing the design of these in terms of these aspects.

· OCHA/HC to engage with clusters and agencies in discussing, agreeing and interpreting the inclusion criteria in a more detailed way before project  to avoid having to later go back and vet out contentious projects. Clear guidance to be provided on boundaries as far as possible, noting some projects will always have to be subject to interpretation/ discussion.

· Cluster coordinators to ensure that there is a consistency of approach between their Gaza and West Bank vetting panels, either by ensuring that the same coordinator sits on both panels or that in the case of two separate coordinators for Gaza ad West Bank, that the cluster criteria are discussed and agreed in advance.
· The clusters through the ICCG should continue efforts to develop a standard concept of resilience. The Food Security Sector is in the process of developing a resilience marker tool for its HRP projects.  The ICCG should continue to engage also with the UNDP Early Recovery Adviser to better understand how early recovery approaches should be integrated in HRP projects with a view to producing more concrete guidance for 2017. 
(ii) Participation of national NGOs 

· NNGOs account for 31 of the 79 organizations participating in the 2016 HRP, however NNGO participation could be increased even further. Overall (as in most years), quality of NNGO proposals are not as strong as those of UN and INGOs and in many cases this is an issue of sensitization to HRP objectives, boundaries and technical training on writing good project proposals.
Recommendations:

· Training / capacity building session for NNGOs in the HPC process and to increase their capacity in data collection, planning and proposal writing well before the start of the new planning cycle (to replicate the good practice of the workshop held in 2015 with women’s organizations on the HRP). How to better engage NNGOs should form part of the ICCG workplan for 2016.
(iii) Ability of large agencies to appeal vetting panel rejections
· Despite a much better effort this year to ensure projects are compliant with cluster objectives, large agencies were sometimes able to successfully appeal. As a result, some vetting panels/ coordinators felt that the rigorous vetting applied only to smaller organizations. Large agency projects that were re-admitted on appeal were also sometimes not a very good fit for cluster response plans. 

Recommendations:

· Although this is inevitable to a degree and the work of large agencies is essential to the HRP, work should start earlier in the year with large agencies (particularly those such as UNRWA who also launch their own appeals) to plan ahead how far their programmes can and should be aligned with the HRP. If necessary the HC can support these agencies in securing funding from non-humanitarian channels for projects that do not fall within HRP criteria. When large agencies successfully appeal rejected projects, the reasons and rationale should be communicated in writing to the vetting panel to avoid misunderstandings.  
(iv) Joint programming
· Some projects taking a joint programming approach (eg some AIDA projects spanning protection and livelihoods )were vetted out or only accepted on appeal as sometimes such cross- sector approaches, while to be encouraged, do not neatly fit within the cluster response plans

Recommendations
· Joint approaches that may not neatly fall under a single cluster’s response plan should be discussed and worked out  in the ICCG or between concerned clusters and OCHA prior to the next planning cycle. Examples raised from the 2016 HPC process include the need for a coordinated approach between Protection and Health on GBV; and Protection and Food Security on preventing/ responding to forcible transfer in West Bank. Protection mainstreaming is an area that requires wider work.
(v) OPS project sheets
· Some clusters felt that technical guidance should be more focused. For example, there is no standardisation in the way budgets are presented by partners in OPS making vetting difficult. Also, more guidance would be beneficial on how to enter beneficiary numbers in OPS.

· The project sheets do not properly reflect the new HRP template. The necessary information needed to develop the HRP cannot be extracted from the existing formats.
· The standard status categories to breakdown population in need and target (i.e. refugees, migrants, hosts, IDPs) are not appropriate to the oPt context. While oPt was allowed to customize its approach in the HNO and HRP documents, this was not possible in OPS where a standard global form was used. 

Recommendations:

· Although it is not cost efficient to make changes to the current OPS, as an entirely new OPS system is planned to be rolled out for the 2017 cycle, standard budget lines should (that each country can customize) should be built into the new OPS.  Country-based Pooled Funds standard budget lines and  guidance could serve as a good model for oPt, given the HPF funds HRP project profiles. The OCHA Country Office should also prepare a more detailed/ prescriptive budget guidance to help partners (only a short note was prepared in 2016) however many partners did not apply this as perhaps a training would make expectations clearer). 

· With regard to presentation of beneficiary numbers in OPS, it could be helpful to tie the format in OPS to that format requested in the HRP (i.e. with a geographic breakdown) to make it easier for clusters to tally up project targets and ensure that projects are covering areas of most need. The OPS form should be customizable to suit country requirements. 
· Clearer linkage between each project activity and the cluster HRP activities (i.e. not only the project as a whole) should be explicitly requested in the OPS  template.
(vi) Strengthening gender focus throughout HPC process:

· There was significant effort to ensure outreach to local women's organizations by UN Women, OCHA, and Protection Cluster through organizing specific consultations to discuss entry points and HPC process which contributed to the increase in project submissions by women's organizations as well as increase in projects that are addressing gender based vulnerabilities

· The newly assigned cluster gender focal points played an important role in ensuring ownership of the respective clusters in reviewing the gender marker coding, participation in vetting panels, and 

· The inclusion of the framework of gender based vulnerabilities in the HNO provided clusters with a useful tool for identifying cluster specific gender needs to be addressed by gender targeted projects

· The inclusion of the GBV WG formally under the Protection cluster facilitated better visibility of GBV concerns, identification of data on GBV services, and addressing constraints in the humanitarian response to address multi cluster response.
· The emphasis on sex disaggregation of data on needs in the new templates revealed specific data gaps that should be addressed in future years (e.g. sex disaggregated data on food insecurity beyond female headed households, data on sex disaggregated data on direct beneficiaries of shelter, agriculture and livelihoods, data on early marriage.)

Recommendations:
· Continue support to capacity of clusters on gender through close collaboration between cluster coordinator and cluster gender focal points.
· Improve approaches of data collection to address gender biases in needs assessments (e.g. ensure that definition of key informants is gender sensitive, expand scope of data collection to address gender related data gaps, ensure that analysis of data is gender sensitive).
· The GBV Working Group to follow up with the protection and health cluster to define activities and indicators that ensure GBV response in the health cluster. Currently only the Protection Cluster identifies specific activities and outputs on GBV. 

·  Clusters to be encouraged to elaborate cluster specific gender needs analysis based on the HNO gender based vulnerabilities framework. 

	Next steps: 

ICCG to input their recommendations/ reflections into this note

Sharing of the note with the HCT for endorsement.
ICCG to agree on how to reflect the above recommendations into the 2016 ICCG workplan.
Dissemination to other audiences as appropriate such as HQs/ PA focal point



�Clusters – may also want to suggest sharing with your global cluster counterparts once finalised 


�Clusters: This is all from the OCHA perspective- clusters feel free to include any observations/lessons on support for country clusters from the global clusters during the HPC process 


�It might be interesting to solicit feedback from a wider group of donors on this year’s planning process to gather some lessons learned for the next 


�Clusters to comment 
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