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AIDF GUIDE ON BEST PRACTICES AND LESSONS LEARNT 
IN EMERGENCY PROCUREMENT: SAVING LIVES AND 
PROTECTING FUTURES IN DISASTER RESPONSE

Within disaster relief logistics, procurement accounts 
for 65% of total expenditures (Berger, 2013). Indeed, the 
latest figures released by the United Nations Procurement 
Division found the total procurement of goods increased 
by $826 million, a jump of 12.1 percent (UNOPS, 2014). 
Yet, the literature has not afforded enough attention 
to its significant role in emergencies.  To this end, 
this guide on the best practices and lessons learnt in 
disaster procurement has been compiled by the Aid and 
International Development Forum (AIDF) to plug this 
information gap and promote better disaster management 
at the local, national and international level. This paper 
will also help contribute towards AIDF’s Global Disaster 
Relief Summit 2015 held in Washington later this year, 
which will highlight the issue of emergency procurement 
alongside best practice in security and logistical challenges, 
innovations in health and water security and ICT solutions 
for disaster response.  Developing good procurement 
practices is essential for efficient, effective, transparent 
and accountable governance and project management 

in emergency disaster response.  When emergency 
procurement is utilised on a collaborative and cohesive 
level, more lives can be saved and society can achieve 
faster post-disaster recovery and better insulate itself from 
emergency shocks in the future.

THE CURRENT LANDSCAPE OF NATURAL 
DISASTERS: EMERGENCY PROCUREMENT IN 
DEMAND.

The last decade has seen a sharp increase in the number 
of natural disasters across the world. Over the last decade, 
China, the United States,  Indonesia,  the Philippines and India 
are recorded as the top five countries hardest hit by natural 
disasters. Of the top ten countries with the highest disaster 
mortality in 2013, the Annual Disaster Statistical Review 2013 
reports half were low-income countries accounting for 88% 
of global reported mortality in 2013 (Guha-Sapir 2014). Asia 
consistently features as the hardest hit region recording 
90.1% of global disaster victims in 2013 (Guha-Sapir 2014).  
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While mega-emergencies, such as Typhoon Haiyan in 
the Philippines and Cyclone Phailin in India both occurring 
in 2013, capture widespread international attention, 
this ignores the reality that thousands of smaller scale 
emergencies take place every day leaving communities in 
urgent need of assistance for survival and recovery.  Whether 
catastrophic rapid disasters or slow on-set crises, many 
countries are now seeing such disasters as the “new normal”, 
wiping out decades of development and stifling progress, 
keeping millions in poverty. 

Natural disasters do not affect everyone equally. Chronic 
underdevelopment and lack of investment in emergency 
preparedness and mitigation have severely reduced 
the response-capacity of developing states leading to 
catastrophic large-scale damage and loss of life from natural 
disasters. 

It is therefore critical that emergency procurement is 
managed effectively and rapidly in these contexts and 
elsewhere.  

THE EMERGENCY PROCUREMENT BENCHMARK: 
UN GUIDING PRINCIPLES ON PROCUREMENT

According to the United Nations Procurement Manual 
(2013), procurement functions include “all actions necessary 
for the acquisition, by purchase or lease, of property, 
including products and real property, and of services, 
including works.” This translates into four basic principles 
that guide considerations when exercising procurement 
functions: 

1. Best value for money;
2. Fairness, integrity and transparency;
3. Effective international competition;
4. In the interest of the United Nations. 

In emergency situations these principles generate added 
complexity and can give rise to unique procurement issues 
and challenges not normally encountered during routine 
national and local operations.  In putting forward the best 
practice approaches to emergency procurement, it is first 
important to briefly outline the key challenges faced by all 
sectors to their disaster-related humanitarian response. 

The following reflects the top ten concerns and 
challenges in emergency procurement: 

1.  Emergency procurement planning is not yet a standard 
central policy within all emergency procurement 
departments.

2.  Budgeting does not sufficiently account for emergency 
procurement coordination and financial burden sharing, 
leaving gaps in funding commitments and delays in the 
release of these funds during emergencies.   

3.  Supply chains that silo out disaster procurement 
preparedness (DPP) and emergency logistics risk certain 
goods or services being rendered unfit for purpose. This 
leaves the most vulnerable and marginalised groups in 
society excluded from being the direct beneficiaries. 

4.  The lack of cross-communication between 
procurement agencies and NGOs risks generating 
major gaps in goods provision in the field. 

5.  Misreading or lack of understanding of the political, 
social and cultural contexts in emergencies impacts 
access, receptiveness and workability of procured 
goods and services in these environments. 

6.  Local procurement of goods and services is not fully 
integrated in procurement policy and planning. 

7.  The humanitarian emergency sector, whilst welcoming 
innovation, lags behind full incorporation of the 
latest technologies and innovations into emergency 
procurement.

8.  The private sector is a major source for rapid goods and 
services deployment, yet is not fully incorporated into 
emergency planning and response. 

9.  Training of staff for emergency response requires 
greater recognition across departments involved in all 
stages of the procurement process. 

10.  Mid-review of risk reduction, preparedness and disaster 
responses rarely take place and therefore assessment 
of progress, impact, needs and appropriateness of 
procurement during emergency responses goes 
unmeasured. Mid- and full reviews are essential to assess 
whether disaster response and procurement processes 
support or undermine resilience within communities. 

Taking into account the complexity and large-scale 
interventions often required during disasters, this guide 
brings together the best practices and lessons learnt in order 
to tackle these core concerns most commonly experienced 
by procurement staff and emergency specialists. Its main 
aim is to provide the different industries with key insight into 
current approaches, thinking and developments to promote 
faster, safer and more effective assistance to countries in 
their most critical time of need.

This guide will focus on disaster procurement 
preparedness, disaster response with a particular emphasis 
on local procurement as well as innovation, communications 
and coordination. 
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PLANNING FOR EMERGENCY PROCUREMENT

There is a direct link between disaster risk reduction 
(DRR) and disaster procurement preparedness (DPP). 
The following focuses on the core areas that influence 
successful humanitarian response: 

i. Procurement Forecasting and Planning 

Inherent in DPP is identifying the goods and services 
that procurement forecasting requires for immediate 
and effective disaster response. In practice this means 
forming early vendor partnerships to ensure stockpiles 
can be procured and stored in warehouses ready for rapid 
distribution in emergency situations. Reducing lag time in 
procurement ensures proactive needs assessments catering 
to the most vulnerable in society. 

Pre-emptive measures taken before emergencies occur 
will save time, cost and lives. With the estimated economic 
losses from natural disaster standing at US$118.6 billion in 

2013, early planning and response intervention will help 
to mitigate against extreme damage, providing a buffer to 
national economies to enable more rapid and sustainable 
recovery (Guha-Sapir 2014). It is worth noting, emergency 
procurement does not cease when the initial emergency 
is contained; rather the procurement community must 
work to replenish emergency stockpiles ready for the next 
disaster. 

Despite the clear benefits of DPP, this critical first phase 
in disaster risk management has not been fully integrated 
into national emergency strategies. The result is a systemic 
deferral to reactive emergency response. This heightens the 
risks that vulnerable groups, namely the poor and women, 
are not sufficiently catered for in initial needs assessments at 
the outset of emergencies.  

For INGOs especially, the overemphasis on programme 
design and resource mobilisation can often mean that the 
operational aspects of emergencies, including procurement 
and logistics, tend to be tackled as the problem arises rather 
than being foreseen and catered for within DPP. 

DISASTER PROCUREMENT PREPAREDNESS
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When best practices and lessons learnt from previous 
disasters are not practically and realistically integrated into 
reforms on emergency response, the same mistakes will 
disproportionally feature in disaster response outcomes.  

ii.  Quality Reassurance and Fit for Purpose 
Procurement

One of the key advantages to DPP is that it allows 
for sufficient time to test and review companies for 
potential partnerships.   Dmitri Dovgopoly, Director at UN 
Procurement Division, has argued for more consolidation 
around best practices that support greatest value for 
money contracts, rather than those that deliver lowest price 
options (AIDF Disaster Relief Summit 2014). Prioritising 
partnerships that deliver best return in investment in the 
long run will ensure that such partnerships are fully capable 
of functioning in emergencies and providing sustainable 
procured goods to reach vulnerable communities.  

Screening mechanisms also further guarantee the 
procurement of quality equipment.

The UN, for instance, requires vendor registration, where 
only companies that include financial statements, proof of 
export experience and evidence of international quality 
assurance will be entered onto the list.  Additionally, the UN 
procurement website has an online catalogue of pre-vetted 
vendors to allow organisations to avoid the lengthy tender 
process.

In-between emergencies, the United Nations Global 
Compact (2012) is a useful platform through which new 
approaches can be advanced for developing sustainable 
business models and markets in order to contribute to 

greater economic durability and inclusivity. Utilising such 
platforms to collate best practices in business approaches 
for emergencies will contribute to more consolidated efforts 
towards protecting livelihoods and saving lives.                              

. 
iii. Legal Preparedness

States must outline the relevant legal frameworks to deliver 
faster emergency intervention. Legal arrangements such as 
the “Guidelines for the Domestic Facilitation and Regulation 
of International Disaster Relief and Initial Recovery” (IDRC 
Guidelines 2011) aim to avoid some of the most common 
regulatory mistakes, such as delays in entry permission for 
procured services and goods and duplication of in-coming 
assistance in large scale disaster responses. Overall, legal 
preparedness will ensure better coordination and quality of 
assistance provided.  

iv. Fast Track Procurement Procedures 

Institutions with significant bureaucratic procedures cause 
serious delays and problems, which in an emergency means 
the difference between life and death.  Trexyl Chuna-Miranda 
and Monica Siles, Peace and Security Cluster at United 
Nations Office for Project Services (UNOPS), highlighted the 
importance of deferring to expedited procurement methods 
during emergencies at AIDF’s Disaster Relief Summit 2014. 
In particular, UNOPS has a specific fast-track procurement 
procedure called the ‘Emergency Procurement Procedure’, 
which allows for more flexible, informal procurement process 
whilst still retaining best-value for money and transparency. 
Furthermore, UNOPS has also created a pre-qualification 

The start of 2015 marked reassuring results in the fight 
against Ebola but much work still needs to be done. Initial 
reports reveal severe shortage in medical supplies, burial 
equipment, WASH training and building materials for 
medical facilities to contain the disease.

In particular, Bruce Aylward, Assistant Director-
General of the WHO Polio and Emergencies Cluster, 
stated at the WHO “Virtual Press Conference on Ebola 
Response” (October 2014) that in the first few months 
of the disease, the dearth of treatment beds and lack of 
burial teams contributed significantly to the exponential 
growth at the time (WHO 2014). Aylward also pointed 
to instances where the concentration of beds in parts 
of Guinea caused distribution imbalance, leaving a 
shortage of beds in districts where the disease was 
registering. 

During the WHO press conference, concerns were 
also raised that the OCHA tracking figures indicate only 
$920million has been raised out of the $1.55 billion 
requested in the immediate response period. Gaps in 
funding will clearly impede on operational capacity, 

imposing limitations on emergency procurement and its 
ability to function at optimal levels to generate safe, rapid 
and accurate public health intervention. 

In Liberia, for instance, it quickly became clear that the 
lack of culturally sensitive responses caused mass fear and 
panic, which resulted in mobs attacking medical staff and 
hospitals. Procuring the right skills and expertise to tackle 
the disease within a wider culturally-sensitive context 
will reap more productive and sustainable behavioural 
change outcomes than bringing in personnel to 
overcompensate for the initial lack of response. Therefore, 
what is needed is a procurement process that has an 
effective context-driven implementation strategy.

Ebola has already shown an ability to mutate, turn 
around and expand again. Sierra Leone is still recording 
new cases as it struggles to contain the disease. The 
concern and key objectives for states is to ensure that 
effective emergency procurement procedures are in 
place to bring a surge capacity to communities to localise 
the fight against the disease. A fully funded response to 
combat Ebola is yet not forthcoming. 

SPOTLIGHT: EBOLA CRISIS 2014 AND EMERGENCY RESPONSE SHORTFALLS
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process tailored to emergencies in order to assess the legal, 
technical, financial and personal capacity of suppliers to 
generate a list of the best qualified service providers. Since 
finding such suppliers is often difficult and time consuming, 
the pre-qualification process is essential for ensuring that at 
the outset of emergencies, a guaranteed quality assured list 
of suppliers is available to cater to multiple demands during 
a disaster.  

v. Plugging Funding Gaps. 

Whilst there is an increasing recognition towards DPP, the 
actual reality is that funds to make this happen are rarely 
available at this stage. Given that UN and INGO resources 
are limited, funds are mostly released once a major disaster 
has taken hold. Such reactive behaviour means many of 
the mistakes of previous disasters are being repeated. A 
major step in the right direction has been taken by the Bill 
& Melinda Gates Foundation and the European Commission 
on Humanitarian Aid who are both funding the Emergency 

Capacity Building Project, aimed at setting aside large-scale 
funds for future disasters. 

Private sector donors are a vital source to fill funding gaps 
and provide innovative solutions to local challenges during 
emergencies. Local banks and businesses have a better 
grasp of community needs and challenges and are thereby 
more suited to provide the rapid release of funds to where 
they are needed, especially when external funding runs out.  
Including partners with local presence in the pre-planning 
stage and mapping of existing supply chains can reduce 
contextual risks, contribute to surge capacity and improve 
operational efficiency.

Ultimately, a more concrete shift in the mind-set behind 
humanitarian response needs to be made. The Tsunami 
Evaluation Coalition 2007 acknowledged the immediate 
need for rapid release of funds as critical to preventing 
major challenges in emergency situations but indicated this 
should be annexed to “[a] fundamental reorientation from 
supplying aid to supporting and facilitating communities’ own 
relief and recovery priorities.” 

One of the major criticisms of the 2011 food crisis in the 
Horn of Africa was that, despite advanced warnings, the 
international community experienced severe delays in 
raising and releasing funds. This meant that by the time 
an effective emergency was mounted, the crisis had 
escalated to acute need, with thousands having already 
died and malnutrition rates reaching emergency levels in 
a number of communities. 

Drought is a frequent visitor to Somalia and this will 
certainly not be the last time the international community 
will have to respond to a food crisis. To mitigate the dire 
effects of the 2011 response, recent changes have been 
made to better cater slow on-set disasters. In 2013, a new 
three-year consolidated appeals process (CAP) was issued, 

aimed at improving financing of life-saving intervention and 
resilience building initiatives to inject better sustainability 
measures into emergency procurement in such disasters. 

However, challenges remain to better frame emergency 
procurement for similar cases like Somalia. Much of the 
problem lies in the fact the pre-disaster resilience building 
programmes are insufficiently funded: in 2011, only 27% of 
funds were allocated to prevention. Greater appreciation 
is needed on the impact delays and short–term responses 
have on the wider community. Seeing sustainable 
procurement as an arm to emergency procurement will 
help better protect against loss of livelihoods experienced 
by vulnerable households that effectively traps them in 
poverty (Buston and Smith 2013).

SLOW ON-SET DISASTERS: SOMALIA’S FAMINE AND NEED FOR TIMELY FUNDING RESPONSE
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In July 2007, the Global Humanitarian Platform agreed 
on five Principles of Partnership, namely equality, 
transparency, results-orientated approach, responsibility 
and complementarily. In particular, the principle 
of complementarily recognises the importance of 
centralising local capacity in humanitarian partnerships: 
“[L]ocal capacity is one of the main assets to enhance 
and on which to build. Whenever possible, humanitarian 
organisations should strive to make it an integral part in 
emergency response” (Global Humanitarian Platform, 
2007). Building on this, USAID alongside the Office of 
US Foreign Disaster Assistance (USAID/OFDA) have 

formulated the handbook “Guidelines for Proposals”, 
which specifically draws attention to how the 
crosscutting commitments between USAID/OFDA and its 
partners will support “capacity development and building 
local ownership at all levels.” 

Given the upward trend towards the increasing scale, 
frequency and complexity of natural disasters in the future, 
recognising the role local capacity can play in these contexts 
remains acute and wanting. 

The following points are guided by these principles 
and framed around the need for operational practicality, 
flexibility and innovation:  

RESPONDING TO DISASTERS

1.  Local services and actors do not have sufficient collaboration within large scale aid responses during emergencies. 
2.  The intensity of market demand can lead to local productions rates falling behind, leading to severe shortage in 

supplies and backlog to distribution.  
3.  Often there is a lack of local qualifications in emergency procurement procedures to fully support a locally-led 

disaster response.

THREE KEY CHALLENGES IMPEDE LOCAL PROCUREMENT: 
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LOCAL PROCUREMENT: CAPACITY BUILDING FOR 
COMMUNITY RESILIENCE 

i. Decentralisation of Emergency Procurement.

Local NGOs and community-based organisations (CBOs) 
often have a comparative advantage in early response 
and emergency planning because of their ties to local 
communities and authorities.  Local actors are usually the 
first responders in an emergency, delivering water, food 
and shelter in the first vital hours and days of a crisis.  In the 
immediate aftermath of a disaster, local communities can 
facilitate and keep open communication flows to provide 
better-informed situational analysis on needs assessment, 
cultural sensitivity and to overcome language barriers.  In 
contexts where disasters strike in fragile or conflict states, 
political, communal and cultural factors are best navigated 
by local actors working with the support of CBOs. Needless 
to say, events like Cyclone Nargis that devastated Myanmar 
in 2008 demonstrate the difficulty of accessing and 
delivering an international emergency response to closed 
or conflict states.

The value of using local agencies for delivering effective 
emergency response should not be underestimated.  For 
instance, the World Food Programme works in partnership 
with over 10,000 organisations to provide logistical 
support, coordination and pre-positioning of food stocks.  
Its operations are run through its own air service and 
telecommunications group.  The decentralisation of WFP 
procurement practices has opened up procurement to more 
suppliers enabling greater competitive purchase of goods 
and minimises the lead-time for urgently needed supplies. 
Standardisation of certain supplies and long-term contracts 
with providers has also advanced streamlining to improve 
emergency response time. 

A key advantage, therefore, is that local procurement 
reduces logistics costs and brings quicker transit times to 

create more funds to assist beneficiaries and make quicker 
the availability of supplies to save lives. 

ii. Training for Emergencies 

The effectiveness of any surge procedure during an 
emergency will depend on consolidating comprehensive 
and quality partnership principles for handling the 
demands of high-profile emergencies. All contingency 
planning should include training for UN, INGO and local 
partners that will strengthen peer support mechanisms and 
develop more concrete understanding of national disaster 
management structures. 

Long-term investment and review of training as part of 
overall contingency planning, in particular for in-country 
personnel, is vital to ensure dedicated management of 
resources and expertise to affect considerable change in the 
immediate aftermath of a disaster. This will require deploying 
staff to support procurement and logistic training and 
operations

Keith Robertory, Director of Disaster Logistics Support at 
the American Red Cross: 

“Local procurement (in-country at least) is preferred.  It puts 
money back into the local economy and reduces shipping 
costs.  When the scale is too large for local procurement, then 
resources are brought in from other areas.  Proximity is key for 
time and costs.”

iii. Procuring the Right Item
 

Establishing regulatory frameworks around local 
procurement will ensure that emergency procurement 
processes are scaled appropriately to match investment. 
The United Nations Capital Development Fund (UNCDF) 
Local Development Finance Practice (LDFP) has established 
initiatives and support for local administration for 
procurement preparation. Additionally, the Peace Dividend 
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Trust trains local businesses to bid for contracts as part of 
humanitarian response and develops local business skills 
to increase employment and strengthen local economies. 
In turn, this will better integrate and complement such 
work within the wider humanitarian response.  It tackles 
one of the core problems at the local level: the dearth of 
technical expertise to design and develop emergency 
projects and preparing clearly formulated bids, which are 
the more common reasons why emergency procurement 
at the local level often delivers poor results. Overall these 
training programmes enable local NGOs and CBOs to more 
effectively spend government funding and aid contribution. 

As Sanjay Joshi, Programme Manager at Mercy Corps, states:
“Local Procurement has a huge impact on emergencies, 

as the procurement process is normally slow, and numerous 
emergency programs such as WASH, NFIs, Education can be 
procurement heavy. One method to expedite the process is to 
obtain procurement waivers from HQ, which allows differing 
or alternative procurement procedures to be utilised. However, 
this request can take time, and in specific cases it can require 
donor approval.”

iv. Emergency Payment Transactions 

Partnerships can help prepare procurement staff in the 
alternative ways to pay for goods and services provided 
during emergencies, especially when systems normally 
established for these situations are destroyed. Creating 
back up systems that are able to track costs and complete 
payment transactions are essential to keep emergency 
operations running effectively. It is also crucial that 
purchasing specialists are included in disaster response 
planning and training to better handle purchasing 
demands in these challenging environments.  

Therefore, through targeted capacity support and suitable 
regulatory framework for local level procurement, we see 
improved value for money and better local government 
outcomes. 

v. Private Sector 

In regards to local private sector capacity, UNOPS (2014) 
encourages local administration and private vendors to 
work in tandem to increase capacity and rapidly scale up 
efforts to create more efficient procurement processes and 
outcomes. 

Critical lessons can be learnt from businesses that have 
reacted swiftly and with little resistance during emergencies.  
For instance, just 15 minutes after the Higashi –Nihon 
earthquake struck northeast Japan, retailer Aoen had already 
set up an emergency office with staff guiding civilians to 
safer areas.  The company also redirected product deliveries, 
ensuring that supplies and products can reach disaster areas. 
Aoen continued to play a significant role at the recovery 
stage, launching fundraising campaigns and news releases 
for public safety awareness (Ebeling et al 2011).  

Emergency procurement premised on such rigorous 
approaches to emergency response can advance and bring 
together value-for-money, local governance, protection 
of local economies and increased local response capacity.  

Essentially, by building emergency needs into everyday 
procurement activity, the foundation for accelerated 
emergency procurement becomes more firmly rooted and 
allows for flexibility to make adjustments throughout each 
phase of the emergency response.  

vi. Local Ownership 

Local ownership requires the participation of at-risk groups to 
better frame needs assessments for procurement, particularly 
as emergencies isolate these groups even further. 

For instance, recognising the need for gendered 
emergency procurement will translate into better informed 
field operations to fill the gap in provisions especially 
around emergency reproductive health care, female WASH 
facilities, and gender-appropriate shelters. More effort 
needs to put behind generating gender-disaggregated 
data for procurement purposes. At present this is severely 
lacking. Women’s based organisations (WBOs) should also 
be included into the procurement process and disaster 
response, since they are more able to understand the 
context-specific community risks for women. This is 
particularly acute, given that the UN reported around 
63,000 women were pregnant in Haiti when the earthquake 
struck (UNFPA 2010), already burdening a country with 
one of the highest maternal mortality rates in the world. 
Poor communication and coordination during the disaster 
meant mothers and newborns were ill catered for, leaving 
them vulnerable to malnutrition and dehydration. WBOs 
are a crucial link to emergency reproductive health during 
disasters, especially for the effective delivery of Minimum 
Initial Service Package (MISP). More funding and awareness 
is needed to support this initiative. 

Without such assessments, exclusion will transfer to 
post-disaster recovery stage. For instance, following the 
Asian Tsunami, poor farmers had to sell their productive 
assets, including their land, to the well off in order to survive, 
which became a major reason for long-term population 
displacement (Cosgrave 2014). This highlights the 
importance of local procurement schemes such as ‘cash-for-
work’ or ‘cash-for shelter’ to secure livelihoods and security 
through a disaster. In so doing, maintaining employment 
during disasters will better protect local economies. 

WFP has found an innovative way to pre-empt food 
insecurity through mobile cash transfers. WFP piloted this 
scheme during Typhoon Ketsana in 2009 through Globe’s 
G-cash service, as part of a cash-for work intervention 
(Khan 2011).  Creating more timely response through 
pre-existing contracts with mobile cash service providers, 
especially in disaster prone countries, will reduce set-up 
time and ensure vulnerable groups have their immediate 
humanitarian needs met. 

Integral to effective procurement is making the right 
assessments on local capacity and capabilities pre- and during 
emergencies. John Abood, USAID, points to the need for 
NGOs to undertake in-depth monitoring and evaluation to 
get local businesses up to par and facilitate partnerships with 
bigger local companies to eventually build a network of local 
services and goods on standby (AIDF Disaster Relief Summit 
2014). This is not to say that international procurement can 



11www.aidforumonline.org

be sidelined, far from it; in emergencies where infrastructure, 
shelter, water facilities and basic services are severely 
damaged, such situations will necessitate bringing externally 
procured goods into the country. However, in such cases 
there remains a need to ensure this is a collaborative 
emergency response with NGOs and CBOs to deliver local 
solutions to challenges during disasters.

Rino Sudibyo, Procurement and Logistics Specialist at Plan 
International: 

“As part of the Disaster Preparedness Process at Plan 
International, country-wide market assessments are conducted 
to identify the market strengths in the different cities/regions/
province within the country. This will generate a map of 
alternate markets to procure from within the country. Should 
all local market options become exhausted and/or unavailable 
then offshore procurement will be the next option. Having a 
good knowledge of a country’s context is one of the strengths in 
disaster preparedness” 

Long-term, the involvement of local businesses promotes 
greater resilience and recovery in times of disaster by 
providing livelihood opportunities even in times of crises.  
For instance, following the 2011 and 2013 typhoons in the 
Philippines, trees that were uprooted were used by local 
businesses as wood to build shelters for those displaced by the 
disaster (Fernandez 2014). Generating business opportunities, 
even where private sector capacity is weak, is an important 
step towards creating flexible, quick, and accountable 
emergency procurement.  Moreover, this will not only reduce 
the risk of duplication of limited resources and personnel but 
also prevent an overrunning of international organisations in 
the field that complicates an already chaotic mix.

Building local procurement capacity must be better 
integrated into coordinated responses, yet currently this is 
not happening fast enough, especially in major disasters 
where local procurement draws less attention. Interventions 
that are minded on strong partnerships and links with 
local communities strengthen grass root responses to 
disasters and encourage greater collaboration with local 
authorities. What emerges is a more inclusive and responsive 
local sector to shape emergency procurements prior and 
during disasters. Such initiatives are more likely to lead to 
successful and sustainable intervention outcomes capable 
of improving society than one-off asset distributions. In so 
doing, strong local capacities help support national disaster 
management arrangements, with more communities having 
the capital investment and social expenditures needed to 
develop sustainably and manage risk.

TYPES OF PARTNERSHIPS FOR DISASTER 
RESPONSE

There are multiple types of partnerships in play during 
emergencies, including between NGOs and the private 
sector, private-public-people partnerships or PPPPs, and 
those between donor and vendor.  Below looks at the role 
of NGO and private partnerships. 

Establishing effective partnerships prior to disasters 
ensures there is mutual understanding on jurisdictional roles 
and expectations for service deliverables. It also promotes 
timeliness in emergencies since humanitarian organisations 
can immediately call upon their existing agreements rather 
than finding and establishing new partnerships with vendors. 
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Mutual aid agreements (MAA), while not viewed as the 
traditional method in procurement processes, for NGOs they 
are an essential recourse especially when local contexts lack 
response resources. In such situations, MAAs allow for NGOs 
to procure specific goods and services rapidly for a specific 
time period. In cases where personnel are needed, there 
is greater deference towards MAAs since they can directly 
contribute to personnel surges without a disaster declaration 
being declared. Procurement staff must familiarise themselves 
with pre-existing MAAs that they are signatory to and expand 
on the types of agreements that are needed. 

Ultimately, when disaster does strike, such partnerships 
share the burden of disaster response. When there is 
cross-sectional commitment towards building strong 
partnerships, this will stimulate better knowledge and 
information sharing to help mitigate operational challenges, 
potential logistical hazards and supplier disruptions. A 
map on situational awareness and vulnerabilities ensures 
continued procurement activities during emergencies and 
strengthen disaster response. Emphasis must also be given 
on the best and most appropriate use of procured goods in 
emergencies and ensure effective monitoring once goods 
reach communities.

Transference of private sector skills and knowledge needs 
to be more systematic so that they can be acquired for 
disaster-prone areas, particular in developing countries. For 
instance, IBM’s Smarter Cities programme provides a digital 
command centre that collates real-time information on 
storm conditions, emergency response assets, and areas at 
risk (Cho 2013). Additionally, the new partnership between 
the United Nations Office for Disaster Risk Reduction and 
Esri, a world leader in Geographic Information Systems, will 
elevate new technologies to raise public awareness and 
improve the visibility of people in need. Examples include 
the app Guardian Evacuations developed by GP One 
Consulting with QIT Plus software, which offers information 
on the closest evacuation centres and real-time updates on 
floods and weather conditions updated by government and 
community groups (Esri 2014). Plan International have also 
launched a cloud-based initiative with the“[a]pplication of 
SAP to support a more robust procurement processes. As it 
is cloud-based, it allows staff from various sites to collaborate 
and support offices (field teams) that are affected by the 
emergency (Rino Sudibyo)”. Better sensors, more powerful 
analytics, and new communications technologies will help 
procurement efforts prevent and respond to population 
needs and environmental damage with greater foresight, 
accuracy and reliability. 

TECH SAVVY INVESTMENT FOR EMERGENCY 
RESPONSE

Partnerships are highly effective ways of opening up 
humanitarian action for innovative programming and 
investments. Often in disaster situations, aid organisations 
have to procure new technologies that are often new to 
them and which are not used in everyday development 
strategies. This means that information and delivery of the 
latest technology and innovations have to be more easily 
accessible. Mobile and digital technology are connecting 

more geographically dispersed people, ideas and data at 
an ever faster rate. Technology has the power to transform 
humanitarian response to engender more inclusive 
participation and accountability within the humanitarian 
system.

For instance, mobile phones can transform emergency 
situations by increasing 2-way communication between 
agencies and beneficiaries. As Gianluca Bruni, World Food 
Programme’s Chief of IT Emergency Coordination, pointed 
out at AIDF’s Disaster Relief Summit 2014,  “Information 
communication IS aid!”. With an ever greater number of 
people in crises having access to mobile phones and with IT 
personnel being amongst the first aid workers to respond to 
emergencies, more positive impact on the delivery of cost-
effective and scalable goods is being seen. Given that Ericsson 
has forecasted 9.2 billion mobile subscriptions by 2019, with a 
majority in the developing world (Ericsson 2014), the need to 
utilise mobile technology could not be more imperative. 

Case in point is how mobile technology was used to fill 
the huge communication gaps during the magnitude 7 
Haiti earthquake in 2010. Mobile technology has played a 
critical role in disseminating information on safety, health 
and hurricane preparedness.  The International Federation of 
the Red Cross (IFRC) utilised existing contracts with mobile 
network, Voila, to send out more than 100 million SMSs to 
almost 3.3 million people in Haiti with critical advice on 
cholera prevention, first aid and hurricane preparedness.  Of 
those that received an SMS, IFRC reports that 95% of people 
found the information helpful and 90% said that the SMSs 
resulted in positive behavioural-change (Bailey 2014).

Whilst there is clearly a risk that the most at-risk groups 
will be excluded as a result of cost, mobile phones can 
nevertheless provide needs assessments throughout the 
course of the emergency to deliver rapid communications 
and feedback in a way that involves the direct participation 
of excluded groups, the poor and women, to better inform 
humanitarian response. This ensures that the right goods 
and services are being procured rapidly to more precisely 
match needs on the ground. 

Satellite imagery is crucial to better assess terrain and 
infrastructure to ensure procured goods are delivered 
to where need is most.  For instance, in the days leading 
up to Typhoon Pablo in the Philippines, the government 
advised citizens on Twitter to follow and tweet during 
the emergency. Once the typhoon hit land, UNOCHA 
activated the Digital Humanitarian Network where a task 
force monitored and evaluated all 20,000 tweets in the first 
two days to assess the scale of damage during the disaster. 
UNOCHA then used the data to generate its first ever social 
media borne crisis map (Meier 2012). It was used as part 
of the overall damage assessment led by UNOCHA.  Crisis 
mapping has also been used by UNOCHA following Cyclone 
Pam in March 2015. 

With clear benefits, digital information clusters need to 
be made accessible to all from the immediate outset. Dale 
Kunce, Senior Geospatial Engineer and GIS Team Lead at the 
American Red Cross emphasises the importance of crowd 
sourcing to link emergency procurement to emergency 
logistics: “We try to use the power of the crowd…so that when 
disaster happens we have the latest maps to work from to ease 
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logistics when places that are vulnerable are mapped from day 
zero” (AIDF Disaster Relief Summit 2014). 

Moreover, the private sector has also led relief efforts by 
securing one of the most essential resources to man: water. 
In emergencies, broken water mains mean public and private 
sources of drinking water are unavailable or unsafe due 
to microbiological contamination. Finding an alternative 
drinking water source then becomes a critical priority for aid 
agencies to prevent severe dehydration, illness and even loss 
of life.  For example, Medetech is one organisation providing 
cost effective disinfection products to improve access to 
clean, safe drinking water and reduce surface contamination. 
Aquatabs, for instance, have been commonly procured by 
NGOs for water purification purposes in emergencies.  In 
the first Asia-Pacific disaster response this year, UNICEF has 
deployed basic health kits to cyclone-affected Vanuatu from 
its Pacific regional warehouse in Suva, Fiji, including hygiene 
kits, water tanks, soap for hand washing, collapsible water 
containers and water purification tables (News Medical 2015).

Training staff in new technologies ensures confidence, 
competency and appreciation of the importance of tech-
framed programmes to reduce time during emergencies.

While innovation is constantly presented to the 
humanitarian sector, no less at AIDF’s annual summits 
on disaster response, the system is often slow to adopt 
and adapt to new ways of working.  The result is that 
the emergency sector is not working at its optimal level, 
causing a ripple effect in the efficiency and quality of 
humanitarian responses.

In the end, technological advances help create multiple 
platforms for engagement, and are powerful enablers 
for vulnerable groups to shape new ways of providing 
assistance in a changing world.  

STREAMLINING COMMUNICATIONS AND 
COORDINATION FOR EXPEDITED EMERGENCY 
PROCUREMENT. 

The lag time in disaster procurement and humanitarian 
response is one of the main challenges to achieving and 
enhancing effectiveness along the whole emergency 
procurement spectrum. Post-Katrina (2005) and post-Haiti 
(2010) responses were plagued by poor communication 
that led to major impediments for interoperability and 
efficiency. Efforts to contain the Ebola crisis in West Africa 
(2014) were hampered by the lack of organised ways to 
communicate instructions to the field, and back to the 
district and federal health officials. 

Departments within NGOs should build stronger 
relationships with their procurement partners to better 
establish collaborative approaches towards emergency 
procurement. By fostering understanding and trust, 
greater effort is put towards contributing expertise and 
capability to increase capacity towards streamlined 
procurement strategies that are capable of responding to 
disasters. 

i. Datasets

Providing easily accessible and freely available datasets 
and information will ensure all organisations and decision 
makers involved in humanitarian response are better 
informed to quantify and design emergency intervention 
for international, national and community response. The 
Inter-Agency Standing Committee’s Common Operational 
Datasets in Disaster Preparedness and Response (2010) is 
one such platform.
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ii. Standby Rosters 

Compiling a roster of humanitarian expertise across 
departments and fields will create a pooling of skills best 
suited to disaster contexts that can also respond flexibly to the 
multitude of challenges that give rise. Rosters are also important 
to better streamline the humanitarian response system to 
deliver effective leadership and allocate procured services to 

where needed. The establishment of the Inter-Agency Rapid 
Response Mechanism (2013) will further support the rapid 
deployment of pre-selected experts into an emergency. 

Cleary, emergency procurement forecasting will not 
resolve all jurisdictional-based procurement challenges, but 
by linking to sector expertise beforehand, there is a joint 
push towards better preparedness and pre-positioning for 
enhanced efficiency within emergency procurement.

The following provides an insight into the World Food 
Programme’s future outlook on building innovative and 
more efficient procurement, as shared by  Francesco Giusso, 
Chief Goods and Services Procurement Branch at WFP: 

“The WFP’S Goods and Services procurement is undergoing 
a procurement strategy project for 2015, which will re-
shape the way we procure over 575 million USD (2014 data) 
worldwide. In particular, we are focusing on various drivers 
some of which are:

1)  A more integrated supply chain – with better links 
between logistic units, country offices, operations’ 
requirements and headquarters

2)  Better vendor management integrating our internal tools 
(UNGM, In-tend and SAP), building external sourcing 
relations with top suppliers and enhancing our capacity 
to involve more players

3)  A more strategic way to procure top goods/services: 
committing funds upfront, using contractual tools 
to take advantage of changing market conditions, 
embedding flexibility towards emergency in our current 
contracts, using strategic UNHRD and proposing ways to 
save changing WFP’s habits

4)  Research before the emergency solutions that can 
potentially bring savings in monetary terms or on time-
to-deliver (i.e. more adaptive prefab, more control over 
trucks/car deliveries, etc.)

5)  Stimulate suppliers to do R&D on their own to provide 
premium products to WFP to fully meet our needs,

6)  Using new IT tools to improve our time-to-market 
and time-to-deliver, including e-signature, SAP 
notifications, vouchers instead of food aid, and POS to 
beneficiaries.”

REFORMING PROCUREMENT FOR A MORE DISASTER PRONE WORLD.

In the immediate aftermath of Cyclone Pam that struck 
the Pacific Island of Vanuatu on 14-15 March 2015, which 
thousands left homeless and infrastructure damaged 
impeding access to those in need of humanitarian relief. 
It has already been described as the strongest storm to 
make landfall since Typhoon Haiyan claimed over 6,300 
lives in the Philippines. Approximately 103,000 have 
been affected, but with aid agencies unable to access 
large areas due to downed phone and power lines, 
the humanitarian response is being severely impeded. 
Australia has pledged a $5 million relief package 
and military aircraft have landed in Port Vila to begin 
immediate relief efforts and assess damage (Phipps 2015). 

Encouragingly, many of the best practices proposed in 
this guide are currently being integrated into procurement 
planning. This is especially true in the case of setting up 
emergency communication and coordination in the first 
few days after the disaster. For instance, mobile network 
operator Digicel is rolling out charging facilities and moving 
to reconnect remote islands, working with Government and 
local companies to get technical staff to these areas.  Huawai 

and other key vendors have provided technical resources 
and equipment to assist Digicel (UNOCHA Situation Report 
16 March). Additionally, with the Government leading 
response efforts through the National Disaster Management 
Office (NDMO) and the Vanuatu Humanitarian Team, all 
clusters have been requested to share information on 
activities, assessments, and arrivals of international agencies 
to NDMO (UNOCHA 17 March).  UNOCHA has created a 
Humanitarian Response Page as the central site for the 
collection information in support of coordinated efforts. 

Vanuatu will be a valuable test case in how far the 
international humanitarian community has learnt the 
lessons and built on best practices to deliver effective 
emergency responses.

In preparing for a future defined as much by the need to 
invest in early action as it will be by the growing frequency, 
complexity and unpredictability of disasters, better 
guidelines and tools are needed to establish national and 
sub-national databases. Reliable, standardised, interoperable 
disaster data is an essential contributor to disaster 
preparedness, response and risk reduction.

SPOTLIGHT: CYCLONE PAM’S PATH OF DESTRUCTION AND RECOVERY RESPONSE 2015
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Increasingly, there is a greater recognition for DRR 
to be shared responsibly at the global level. This was 
precisely the aim of the World Conference on Disaster 
Risk Reduction, held in Sandai, Japan, incidentally held 
at the time Cyclone Pam hit Vanuatu. The conference 
sought to bring more coherent and integrated disaster 
risk reduction frameworks to build upon the Hyogo 
Framework for Action (2005) and promote a more people-
centred perspective approach to DDR. 

It is prudent to keep in mind the seven global targets 
agreed at the conference: 

1.  Substantially reduce global disaster mortality by 
2030, aiming to lower average per 100,000 global 
mortality between 2020-2030 compared to 2005-2015.

2.  Substantially reduce the number of affected 
people globally by 2030, aiming to lower the 
average global figure per 100,000 between 2020-
2030 compared to 2005-2015. 

3.  Reduce direct disaster economic loss in relation to 
global gross domestic product (GDP) by 2030.

4.  Substantially reduce disaster damage to critical 
infrastructure and disruption of basic services, 
among them health and educational facilities, 
including through developing their resilience by 2030.

5.  Substantially increase the number of countries 
with national and local disaster risk reduction 
strategies by 2020.

6.  Substantially enhance international cooperation 
to developing countries through adequate and 
sustainable support to complement their national 
actions for implementation of this framework by 
2030. 

7.  Substantially increase the availability of and 
access to multi-hazard early warning systems 
and disaster risk information and assessments to the 
people by 2030. 

An efficient and effective emergency procurement 
process, with an emphasis on DPP, clearly plays a pivotal 
role in achieving many of these goals. Committed financial 
investment and political leadership is needed to bring these 
targets to practical reality. As it stands, Japan is the only 
country that has allocated financial resources to implement 
the framework. Without collective and sustained monetary 
support, the same avoidable mistakes will be repeated, 
costing lives and substantial economic losses.

Cyclone Pam is an urgent reminder that much more 
needs to be done to reduce vulnerability and reinforce 
the idea of DRR, especially for small island states. By 
investing now to reduce risks, specifically through holistic 
and coordinated procurement, more concrete steps can 
be taken to empower communities to better protect 
their livelihoods, respond to emergencies, and transform 
future outcomes to build sustained and sustainable 
development. 

SENDAI FRAMEWORK FOR DISASTER RISK REDUCTION 2015 -2030
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The best practices and lessons learnt in this guide need to 
be recognised within the greater context that all natural 
disasters have peculiar characteristics and defining elements, 
which means the points raised in this guide should be 
assessed for their applicability to the situation and adapted 
accordingly. By tackling the most significant problems within 
emergency procurement, namely speed, capacity, ownership, 
transparency, and accountability, more comprehensive steps 
can be taken to reduce delays in procurement, overcome 
logistical difficulties and minimise poor results to build on the 
trust of local communities and establish good governance as 
common practice (UNOPS 2014).  

This guide has shown that the humanitarian community 
would benefit from a more inclusive, empowering 
and transparent debate for determining local and 
national responses in emergencies and build in-country 
capacity.  Juxtaposed to this, is how disaster procurement 
preparedness should be integrated into national sustainable 
development strategies. Planning for a disaster before it 
happens ensures greater effectiveness and efficiency when 
disasters occur. Proactive preparedness in emergency risk 
reduction on the part of countries and international donor 

organisations enables communities to build stronger 
systems, prevent substantial loss of life, and insulate from 
dramatic economic fall out. In so doing, the notion of 
“building back better” will become more firmly rooted into 
relief and recovery efforts so communities bounce back 
quicker and better prepare for the next emergency.

Translating these best practices into practical measures 
should take place as part of overall quality reassurance 
within emergency procurement, accountability and good 
disaster risk management. Rescue Global, is one such 
organisation building strong organisational links between 
good governance and emergency procurement: 

“As an NGO with strong governance and values, it is also 
important to our decision-making process about suppliers that 
they share, or are happy to align with, our commitment to having 
robust governance in place and abiding by our organisational 
values in all aspects of how we work. Finally, we have ISO9001 
certification and we have a strong preference for partners and 
suppliers with the same… We proactively work to have long-
term supplier relationships (local and international) in all the 
main locations where we regularly work. One of the ways that 
we overcome limitations of suppliers, or variations in business 

LEARNING FROM THE PAST TO LOOK TO THE FUTURE: 
APPLYING BEST PRACTICES AND LESSONS LEARNT.
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practices that can cause issues, is through good governance 
– ensuring that there are good written agreements and 
understanding in place for all supplier or partner relationships.”

(David Jones, Chief Executive)
Taken together, this guide provides a set of benchmarks 

for countries, institutions,  INGOs and NGOs to work 
from when looking to benefit from better emergency 
procurement policies and planning. Each disaster is an 

opportunity to respond more effectively for the next 
emergency and take steps to tackle the challenges laid out 
at the beginning of this paper.  Taking seriously the impact 
emergency procurement has on humanitarian outcomes 
will generate the necessary pre-emptive action that will, 
in the long term, buffer national efforts to prepare for and 
respond to disasters, protecting vital developmental gains 
and securing the future of many at-risk groups. 
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