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INTRODUCTION
The World Humanitarian Summit
and the Colombian context
The first World Humanitarian Summit (WHS), sum
moned by the Secretary-General of the United Nations,
will be held in May 2016. In preparation of the WHS,
numerous regional and thematic consultations were
conducted during the years 2014 and 2015,1 taking
as their starting point the following subjects: 1) hu
manitarian effectiveness; 2) reducing vulnerability and
managing risk; 3) transformation through innovation;
and 4) serving the needs of persons in conflict. Com
munication and engagement with communities affected
by crises increasingly emerged as an important topics
under the various themes, reflecting a longer-term de
velopment in both humanitarian response and develop
ment cooperation, where efforts have been made to
strengthen community participation, communication,
and “accountability to affected persons” with the aim
of putting people more firmly at the centre of the plan
ning, implementation, and evaluation of assistance
programmes.2 With the intention of realising this vision
of involving crisis-affected persons in the processes
that aim to improve the delivery of humanitarian assis
tance and protection also in the WHS preparations, an
initiative was carried out to listen to the members of
communities affected by the conflict or natural disas
ters in Colombia.
Plan International Germany, with the support of Fundación Plan in Colombia and funded by the German
Federal Foreign Office, conducted consultations with
a number of actors, mainly the beneficiaries of human
itarian response, aimed at developing recommenda
tions and points of reflection on how to improve the
relationships between communities and other human
itarian actors and participation of the affected persons
in the various processes relating to humanitarian action.
Colombia was chosen for the implementation of these
consultations because of the particular conditions of the
Colombian context, which make it an interesting space
for reflecting on the topics to be addressed by the WHS
in 2016. Colombia is currently the only country in Latin
America with an armed conflict that continues to affect
the civil population. As a consequence, the population
has been suffering a range of negative effects, such as
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deterioration in the security situation, high incidence
of displacement, and the deterioration of living con
ditions. Although the progress in the ongoing peace
process between the Colombian government and the
Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC)
raises hopes for an improvement, in the longer term,
of the situation for the civilian population, humanitarian
needs are expected to remain in the foreseeable future.
In addition, Colombia is vulnerable to natural disasters;
according to a report by the National Planning Agen
cy (Departamento Nacional de Planeación), between
2006 and 2014, 26% of the total population estimated
by the National Administrative Department of Statistics
(Departamento Administrativo Nacional de Estadística)
– have faced an emergency situation. This means that
out of around 48 million inhabitants, over 12 million
have been affected. Finally, Colombia has long been
called a “forgotten crisis” and treated as such by hu
manitarian organisations and donors; therefore, it ap
peared appropriate to use the opportunity to raise this
crisis scenario in the WHS debate.
During the consultations, it was pointed out that hu
manitarian response and development cooperation
could not be seen in isolation, especially in a protracted
crisis scenario like Colombia; although each one has
clearly defined functions, they must work hand in hand.
This consultation initiative focuses on the humanitarian
perspective, which is guided by the humanitarian prin
ciples of humanity, impartiality, neutrality, and inde
pendence. This document advocates that humanitarian
response is more effective when it is able to help the
beneficiaries in attaining their own objectives of devel
opment, moving from a strictly assistance-based men
tality to an approach that prioritises sustainability by in
creasing the capacities of the beneficiary communities.
This approach demands a more thorough contextual
isation of the assistance and an enhanced and direct
relationship with beneficiaries.
Scope of the document
This document aims to give a voice to affected persons
regarding the topics of the WHS and to present the
ideas put forward in the various consultations con
ducted in Colombia.
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The consultations were conducted in a way as to bring
out concerns and specific suggestions from the par
ticipants, to bring alive the topics of the WHS in the
particular context of decade-long conflict, and create
ideas regarding the realisation of suggestions already
put forward in other preparatory documents, including
on the work and behaviour of humanitarian actors. The
focus of the document is not an interpretation of the
findings, but the direct reflection of the communities’
voices. Many of the observations may refer to issues
already well-known from organisations’ daily expe
rience or previous listening exercises;3 as such, they
may serve as a reminder that effective solutions are of
ten still lacking.
Methodology
Initially, 11 focus group discussion were conducted in
the departments of Chocó, Nariño, Cauca, and Valle
del Cauca, with members of communities affected by
the armed conflict and/or natural disasters, which had
been recipients of humanitarian aid. Most communities
in these areas are indigenous or Afro-Colombian.4 In
selecting participants in the discussion groups, the cri
teria for a differential approach were taken into account,
especially age and gender. Through such deliberate in
volvement of youth and women, information on spe
cific perceptions and needs of those groups could be
collected.

humanitarian assistance and protection in Colombia.
This extended discussion served as the basis for the
development of the present document.
Various topics identified for the WHS were discussed
in an attempt to contribute to understanding the way in
which humanitarian actors engage with affected com
munities with respect to the delivery of humanitarian
assistance and protection; it was also explored how
this engagement, in turn, can be used to improve the
effectiveness of the action, using vulnerability, innova
tion, and the context of conflict as dimensions to stim
ulate the debate. The tools used to guide the discus
sions were adapted from the community engagement
initiative conducted by the WHS Secretariat itself in
order to establish a degree of comparability and com
plementarity.

Upon collecting the primary information directly from
the communities and drafting a document summarising
the main findings of these consultations, a complemen
tary event was held in Bogotá, where representatives
of the principal organisations and humanitarian actors
that are present and active in the country were invited
in order to integrate a larger view of the actors involved
in the planning, delivery, and evaluation processes of

1

https://www.worldhumanitariansummit.org/whs_timeline, accessed 1 April 2016

For instance, the Humanitarian Accountability Partnership (HAP) International or the Core Humanitarian Standard on Quality and Accountability (http://www.corehumanitarian
standard.org/), and from the Paris Declaration on the effectiveness of assistance to the Mexico Forum in 2014.
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One of the most prominent of such works is: Mary B. Anderson, Dayna Brown, and Isabella Jean, Time to Listen: Hearing People at the Receiving End of International Aid,
2012; available from: http://cdacollaborative.org/publication/time-to-listen-hearing-people-on-the-receiving-end-of-international-aid/, accessed 1 April 2016
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Please refer to the Annex for details (p. 14)
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LISTENING TO THE COMMUNITIES:
AFFECTED PERSONS’ VIEWS
ON COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT
AND EFFECTIVE HUMANITARIAN RESPONSE
What does effectiveness mean to the communities?

“The assistance has allowed us to face other
needs by ourselves. Having sorted out the food
problem allowed us to use the money to fill
the holes in the roof and, therefore, live with
more dignity.” Community of Pueblo Nuevo, Isla
Grande, Tumaco

Community members explain that an effective form of
help is that which allows them to face other needs by
themselves and facilitates ways to solve immediate
problems. To this end, humanitarian actors should en
ter into a dialogue about what is most urgent, rather
than making such decisions on a unilateral basis. At
the same time, listening is far more than simply hear
ing; it means that those who are assessing needs and
designing interventions have to be able to decipher the
codes used in communicating with them, knowing that
sometimes pain, fear, and despair block the ability to
communicate. Beyond looking at having an impact in
addressing immediate needs, the vision of effective
ness should, consequently, include listening to different
languages – including non-verbal – and encourage the
flexibility necessary to adapt to a changing situation.
The general perception of people taking part in the fo
cus group discussions is that the assistance received
has been very effective. It has accompanied them at
their worst times, and, by meeting their most basic
needs, it has provided them with the opportunity to
think about how to tackle other problems.
They highlight food assistance for boys and girls, par
ticularly for those in early childhood, as an important
contribution, because once families had access to
nutritional support for their children, they were able to
allocate some of their financial resources in meeting
other needs such as clothing, mobility, or home repairs.
There is great awareness on infant feeding and recog
nition of the importance of school in the lives of boys
and girls.
6

Similarly, they acknowledge that assistance received
in the area of home improvements has been very im
portant, since a decent shelter is an important part of
a dignified life; some of them even say that this type
of support is as important as, or even more important
than, the food assistance they received.
Several focus groups say that, to be more effective, it
is necessary to know first the specific context of each
group or community. In this way, the measures taken
to facilitate the process, for example communication,
can acknowledge the needs, characteristics, and ca
pacities of the community, which are not the same for
all communities. They tell us that, in their opinion, inter
ventions are more effective whenever a previous diag
nosis is made.
Participants also highlight the ways in which relief or
ganisations relate with communities. They state that
usually there is a lot of respect for the views of ben
eficiaries, but in some cases there are issues that are
not fully understood or respected by organisations, and
this adds weight to the importance of analysing in de
tail the characteristics of each group.
In this regard, there are complaints on the unreliability

“If the children are well fed, they do not doze
off, they pay more attention, and do not feel
dizzy. They do better at school and come back
with prettier drawings.” Mother in Tumaco

of communication processes, which sometimes leads
to difficulties in solving problems in a timely manner, for
example when there are distributions of types of food
that they do not eat, or even of spoilt food. However,
it is important to highlight that communities acknowl
edge the good work done in this regard, but it is still a
sensitive and important issue to be improved.

They also note that the fact of ignoring the context
sometimes delays the delivery of much-needed as
sistance, such as construction of access roads and
support to the mobility of those affected. Participants
say that this is one of the major issues regarding longterm effectiveness of assistance. Though assistance
certainly reaches the communities, the poor condition
of access roads and natural events such as rain and
its consequences, constantly prevent the use of such
roads. They express that those who are going to work
with them must be aware of the geographical context
and the real possibilities of mobility. Therefore, relief or
ganisations must know as accurately as possible the
natural or other parameters, such as armed conflict,
which may influence their possibility of mobility.
Moreover, the creation and maintenance of solidarity
in their communities is acknowledged as an essential
element for the effectiveness and impact of humani
tarian response. Community networks stimulate social
cohesion, facilitate the striving for the common good,
and represent a great cultural asset. Despite some
difficulties, these networks allow a flow of knowledge
and a way to deal with their experiences in a more
familiar way.
Participants also note that, to be more effective, any
type of assistance would have to be complemented by
an accompaniment of the beneficiaries, so as to pro
vide them with the knowledge, stability, and security
necessary to continue the process of improving their
situation. They point out that the fact of feeling person
ally assisted and supported strengthens their chances
of achieving a better quality of life. They suggest that if
very specific courses are taught, it is also necessary to
help them implement the knowledge acquired and turn
it into a productive activity. There have been situations
where training processes were not supported by the
supplies required for income generation, this created
significant frustration for participants.

“The Teacher [of the organisation providing
support] promised to deliver chickens and pigs
to start the process, but he failed to fulfil his
commitment.” Community of Novita
In this same vein, difficulties have repeatedly been en
countered in making some forms of assistance actually
useful, e.g. difficulties in processing of bank checks,
further underlining the urgency of contextualizing as
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sistance and generating assistance processes, so that
solutions offered can have the desired impact rather
than ending up being a source of further frustration and
suffering.
The the most common complaint regarding obstacles
to effectiveness is the undermining of humanitarian
actors’ credibility. Most notably, community members
emphasise that the failure to comply with promises is
the greatest enemy to effectiveness. This failure can
lead to frustrations, confusion, and a deterioration of
communications with affected persons, as well as of
the coordination between actors.
Coordination among actors is highly demanded by ben
eficiaries. They see it as a prerequisite for preventing
and avoiding repetitions, uncoordinated actions, and
especially the unexpected cessation of activities. Par
ticipants observe that it often happens that one organi
sation expects another organisation to conduct certain
measures and vice versa, with the result that none of
them actually implements these measures. While each
actor, government, private or third parties, have spe
cific roles, beneficiaries are asking for an improvement
in the quality of their actions by setting up clear roles
and responsibilities and mechanisms that ensure best
use of resources and effectiveness of interventions. To
achieve this, it is seen as indispensable to have an ac
tive engagement of community members in designing
and managing interventions, creating monitoring pro
cesses for ongoing actions, and identifying future ones.
As a conclusion, effectiveness has much to do with
improvement of networks, increased participation, and
shared evaluation processes.
How can humanitarian response be more effective
in addressing vulnerability?

Vulnerability is understood here as the reduction of a person’s or a group of persons’ capacities to anticipate, face, and resist the impact
of natural hazard or hazards caused by human
activity, and to overcome such impact. It is a
relative and dynamic concept. Vulnerability
is often associated with poverty, but persons
who live in conditions of isolation, insecurity
and helplessness regarding to risks, shocks, or
stress are also vulnerable.5

cf. IFRC definition of vulnerability: http://www.ifrc.org/en/what-we-do/disaster-management/about-disasters/what-is-a-disaster/what-is-vulnerability/, accessed 1 April 2016
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Participants note that training processes were among
the most important contributions made by external as
sistance to the mitigation of the populations’ vulnera
bility. They say they usually do not have time or money
to attend formal education processes, and, therefore,
they are left behind as their abilities and knowledge
become insufficient for the job market, including new
work opportunities. This leads to increased vulnerabil
ity. Obtaining new knowledge and abilities helps them
to generate income, which also brings positive conse
quences on their state of mind and mental health.
Attendants especially value training courses on microentrepreneurship because they help them create and
adapt their own work models and, in the best-case
scenario, allow them to hire other community members.

“The diverse workshops, courses, and teaching
processes have taught us to think that we are
capable of climbing out of the hole in which we
currently find ourselves.” Community of Tumaco

They say that the fact of not having their primary
needs covered makes them more vulnerable. The lack
of drinking water in some of the communities visited
makes them waste a great deal of time and, on occa
sions, money, as they must go fetch it and distribute it
in the community. In their opinion, this should be the
duty of the authorities, or one of the main objectives of
the assessments conducted from time to time.
Another factor contributing to a high level of defence
lessness is the deterioration of public facilities such
as schools, community rooms, or health centres. Very
rarely appropriate solutions are found for this kind of
situation. As a consequence, insecurity, the lack of ser
vices and space for constructive community engage
ment, and the misuse of public spaces render com
munities more vulnerable, in particular girls, boys, and
adolescents.
When they see that external assistance arrives with in
appropriate supplies or materials, and what is provided
to the communities wears down quickly, this causes
problems and a feeling that they have been mistreat
ed, and this affects their dignity. Therefore, they point
out that anyone working with them must listen to what
they consider is most necessary and appropriate, not
what is believed to be most necessary with an outside
perspective.
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Moreover, they see a field of action of the humanitarian
response in the increased support and training for iden
tifying land that provides suitable and safe living condi
tions. In cases of displacement, whether from conflict
o natural disaster, the urgent need to find a place to
settle down often results in dangerous decisions, thus
increasing the vulnerability of the persons (whether
due to natural risks, insecurity in the area, illegal lands,
etc.), which, in some cases at least, could be avoided if
better information and knowledge were available.
They point out that identifying differences in culture,
age, gender, and type of impact is fundamental to also
understand differences in the response. If these differ
ences are understood and taken into account, compre
hensive and integrated interventions can be designed
that are more effective in reducing different vulnerabil
ities specific to each demographic group. In several of
the focus groups they enquire specifically why there
is no more specific focus on elderly persons and their
particular needs in the humanitarian assistance and
protection provided. They point out that, if provided with
adequate opportunities of participation, each group
can also better contribute to the improvement of their
own situation and that of the community.
Participants also observe that national relief and civil
protection agencies are often constituted by volun
tary personnel and usually not provided with adequate
equipment. First responders have to be better equipped
in order to restore living conditions following the first
moments of a disaster.
Consequently, reduced vulnerability can be observed
where the work of the organisations has an effect on:
•	Training processes that support and increase op
portunities for work and income generation.
•	The generation of continuous and trustful listening
and communication processes; identification of cul
tural differences and adaptation of communications
and response accordingly.
•	The creation of more reliable responses and durable
solutions in protracted crisis situations.
•	The inclusion of vulnerable groups such as the el
derly, youth, women, boys, and girls, in order to ad
dress their specific needs and to include them in so
cial transformation processes, acknowledging their
potential as sources of knowledge and ideas.
•	Supporting social cohesion, the attention to vulner
able groups, and the communities’ own process
es by focusing more on the rehabilitation of public
installations.
•	Support and strengthen the national first respond
ers, who are often unprepared to assume their
responsibilities.
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How can innovation contribute to a more effective
humanitarian response?

For the purpose of this report, innovation is
understood to be a process of adaptation,
change, and improvement that can help persons, communities, organisations, or systems
to find solutions to operational and strategic
problems with greater speed, and escalate
such problems if necessary. Innovation refers
not only to technology or a specific idea, but
also to way of thinking that can be used to
solve problems. Successful innovations are
those that bring on improvements in efficiency,
effectiveness, quality, and impact.

As mentioned above, much emphasis is put on the
need for more communication that reflected true par
ticipation in the processes, and which helped recog
nise distinctive features. Accordingly, it is suggested
to implement training processes and provide counsel
for the communities on the development of needs and
capacity assessment. These assessments, in turn,
should then provide the communities’ perspectives on
adapting and putting assistance and protection into
context to improve the way communities benefit from
them. This way, the contributions of the community can
be a direct and valuable source of improvement and
sustainability of living conditions.
In this regard, an idea repeatedly brought up is the for
mation of networks through which the communities
themselves were enabled to monitor the effectiveness
of the response in a specific community, but also across
several communities in an area. The collaboration be
tween several communities is seen as an added value,
as it could facilitate learning lessons from each other
and produce input that goes beyond a single communi
ty. Relying on persons of the community not only in the
identification of needs, but also during the distribution
of assistance, implementation of activities and, espe
cially, monitoring of such interventions should help to
strengthen collaboration within and between commu
nities, as well as with the relief organisations.

The lack of coordination between actors is seen as hav
ing a negative impact on effectiveness. Therefore, put
ting in place new measures for collaboration between
all the actors of humanitarian assistance by using new
technologies and conducting more in-depth monitoring
could be an innovating measure leading to improved
effectiveness.
Comprehensive perspectives are necessary to ap
proach problems, including those related to traditions;
e.g., including men in the work performed around gen
der relationships and gender-based violence. Taking
advantage of local knowledge in order to design new
teaching forms for the strengthening of capacities is
also seen as crucial. In addition, it is possible to build
teaching strategies and tools for awareness-raising
among children on the basis of the elders’ experience
and popular knowledge of communities.
Innovating measures requested from the humanitarian
actors focus on the special impact on improving com
munication through true participation of community
members. They include:
•	Advising communities so they can learn to conduct
their own needs and problem analysis and mobilise
their own resources and capacities necessary to ad
dress them.
•	Create monitoring and consultation networks be
tween the communities, directed at a better partici
pation of all members rather than relying only on the
existing leaders in each case. This can bring about
new solutions to traditional problems and more ef
fectively strengthen channels for communication
and participation of all community members.
•	Improve the coordination processes between actors
providing humanitarian assistance and protection.

Moreover, although community leaders are highly ap
preciated and valued in most of the communities - they
have a special role and high degree of organisation in
the indigenous communities - on occasions it is sug
gested that participation mechanisms should better
ensure that the voice of the community members be
heard in addition to those of their representatives.
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Which measure can improve humanitarian
effectiveness in conflict situations?
In areas of conflict, affected persons cite personal se
curity as their primary concern. Therefore, top priori
ty should be given to any activity that can strengthen
safety mechanisms, which they recognise is the gov
ernment’s duty in the first place.

“Insecurity leads to conflict in the communities. Gangs are formed because of the presence of armed groups. Locals are exposed to
these groups, apart from the fact that young
people, because they lack the motivation to
strive to study or work, end up involved with
these groups. Communities are frightened, and
people go out onto the street with fear. They
are exposed to shootings, mostly between
young people.” Communities of Paraíso and
Fuego Verde, Quibdó

Persons who have suffered forced displacement say
their greatest concern is the youth. Their reasons for
this concern are that there is little chance to study or
of getting a job to keep them occupied and start build
ing a life plan that would help them break the cycle of
poverty. These youth have been undernourished since
their early childhood, which accounts for health prob
lems that have never been detected or treated. This is
caused by the long-standing precarious conditions in
the communities of population displaced by any con
flict, whether an armed conflict or a natural disaster.
6

Participants repeatedly state that, in the situations of
conflict that they witness, youth have particular vul
nerabilities and are faced with particular risks, which
are often inadequately acknowledged and addressed.
Therefore, special attention should be given to the de
velopment of interventions that focus on his population
group; this should happen in a way that not only ad
dresses their needs enables their participation, but also
fosters their capacity as agents of change. Likewise,
participation of the entire community should be a part
of the peace oversight through the strengthening of the
community fabric and of community-based organisa
tions. In order to deal with conflicts, it is important to
have a fabric of networks and innovate measures for
conflict-resolution, participation, and communication
between the various sections of the communities.

In turn, according to the communities that have suf
fered the consequences of natural disasters, the ten
sions and insecurities they face are different from the
armed conflict and are the result of reoccupying highly
vulnerable lands. They recognise that counsel, assis
tance, and support in the identification and adaptation
of safe lands for relocation are key factors in providing
stability and safety.

“The Afro communities claim that apparently
the indigenous are given priority in projects;
that their projects are approved while Afros’
are rejected.” Community of Docordó, Chocó

Another important finding is the acknowledgment, by
both Afro and indigenous communities, of the pres
ence of cultural and ethnic “conflicts” (which could be
described as “tensions” to distinguish them from the
armed conflict).
In this regard, they suggeste the importance of the ex
istence of some kind of “cultural mediator”, who would
work in the programme area on a permanent basis and
whose duty would be to support and improve the rela
tionship between donor organisations and beneficiar
ies. Cultural issues are often relegated in humanitarian
response because, for example, the urgency of ensur
ing survival and the complexity of security situations
tend to take precedence; this can lead to a lack of un
derstanding, on behalf of the communities, of priorities
set and activities planned by the organisations, and,
in turn, a lack of understanding, on behalf of the or
ganisations, of the repercussions of their interventions.
Participants see this cultural topic as crucial, since
their worldviews and traditions are a fundamental part
of their identity; therefore, examining the cultural scope
serves to adapt humanitarian response and improve its
efficiency and effectiveness.

“We need help to overcome the fear caused by
losing our close relatives. You cannot live with
fear. No one helps us with that. We cannot lead
a normal life after what we have been through.”
Young mother of Tumaco

In addition, one of the views expressed most emphat
ically is how important it was to include psychosocial

support in the humanitarian interventions. Many partici
pants who are victims of violence or of natural disasters
believe that their main necessity is of a psychological
nature. They feel that the adequate promotion of tools
or processes is lacking to help them cope with the im
pact of the loss of loved ones, livelihoods, homes, sup
port networks, etc. In addition, they do not sense any
difference between the support offered to victims of the
conflict, for example, and to victims of other situations,
which shows a disregard for their particular condition
of vulnerability, but also of the different psychosocial
needs related to different experiences and personal cri
ses. This analysis was conducted mainly by women.
In relation to the above, they also stress the lack of
support in the search of missing persons, be it due to
kidnappings, armed confrontations, or natural disas
ters. They complained that despite the figures that exist
for this phenomenon in Colombia, authorities have not
made strategic alliances with other entities for a com
prehensive management of the situation. In the midst
of a conflict, it is all the more necessary to strengthen
the community-based organisations, prevent commu
nication failures, and improve the humanitarian organi
sations’ mechanisms for participation.
It also became evident that the victims’ roundtables
(“mesas de víctimas”) have to be made more visible,
as they are not well-known, not even among commu
nity-based organisations bringing together victims of
forced displacement. Likewise, it is important for relief
organisations to have available databases with up-todate demographic information on communities in af
fected areas, so that emergencies can be addressed
in a contextualised and effective manner. In addition,
municipal contingency plans are suggested to have
a mapping and definition of institutional coordination
to facilitate coordinated assistance processes in mo
ments of crisis. Where there is no political will to coor
dinate and optimise resources, we lose the opportunity
to ensure human dignity and the reinstatement of rights.

and involves strengthening the community fabric in
such a way that communities are put in the position to
perform this oversight function; this way, participation
would also be promoted. Furthermore, it is essential
that the information on the restitution of rights and ser
vices to which the affected persons can access should
be adapted to all types of conditions of language, read
ing and writing skills, knowledge of the context, etc.
Currently, difficulties are often observed even in the in
teraction with officials in charge of communication with
victims due to limitations of this sort.
The following recommendations can be captured re
garding work in conflict settings:
•	
Prioritise activities that improve the security and
protection of the civil population; this a primordial
responsibility of the State.
•	Better differentiate between needs in situations of
conflict and natural disaster; give more priority to
psychosocial support and attention to the search
for missing persons, as well as to support for their
relatives.
•	Focus more on the role of youth and the creation of
new perspectives and life plans in order to remove
them from special risks and put to use their potential.
•	Identify “cultural mediators” to improve communi
cation and understanding between communities
and humanitarian actors, and support them in miti
gating tensions between different affected groups.
•	Update data bases with demographic information
on the potentially affected population in anticipation
of emergencies, in order to be able to respond in a
more targeted way.

In conflict situations, special care should be given to
revision of the victims’ lists. Some testimonials talk
about the creation of “mafias” around the resources
assigned to victims’ reparation, i.e. oftentimes they
are not reaching those who really need them. This is
why participants see it as important to create oversight
systems with transparent access to accurate and firsthand information. The proposal goes beyond the sim
ple control of the distribution of assistance to victims,

According to UNOCHA, “Between January 2013 and August 2015, on average, almost 15,000 people were forcibly displaced every month in Colombia”; Humanitarian Needs
Overview 2016, p. 7; 2 out of 4 recently displaced internally displaced persons are under 18.
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FINAL REMARKS
In addition to the findings solicited in relation to the
WHS issues presented to the community members, it
would seem opportune to highlight two aspects that
have proved to be of high importance for the partici
pants: community engagement and the role of youth.
The following is a Colombian perspective, but can also
be applied to other contexts in the Americas region,
since the set of problems, the actors, and the levels of
government can be considered comparable, notwith
standing the obvious differences that exist between
countries.
Community engagement
Accountability to the affected communities7 has be
come a central theme to improve the pertinence and
effectiveness of humanitarian response; the need to
contextualise the form of interacting with the communi
ties forces the organisations to create feedback mech
anisms. Communication, listening and participation
should precede the actions performed. Participants
reiterate that it is important for the actors involved to
understand that the community’s participation and ac
countability to such communities should always play
an important part in the search for a greater humani
tarian effectiveness. It should be one of the core ideas
of the intervention carried out. Participation should ex
tend to all parts of programming, from assessing and
developing response strategies to monitoring and eval
uation. The views and contributions of the community
should be taken into account in the allocation of funds,
including the long-term organisational strategies. In
order to strengthen such participation, participants in
the consultations suggest that a better understanding
of the leadership and representation structures in the
communities is need to ensure that the relevant voices
are heard. They also recommend investing in proximity
to communities and listening between staff providing
humanitarian response and its beneficiaries in order
to enhance trust and mutual understanding. A condi
tion for this is an understanding of the communication
processes and technologies that each community pre
fers and is likely to use effectively; some communities
suggested that rather than using new technologies,
personal exchanges and focus groups would often be
most appreciated and useful.
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Other consultations carried out in South America at a
larger scale8 have indicated that humanitarian crises
have other dimensions, which are not always taken into
consideration but which, with the adequate levels of
participation, could be first identified and subsequently
addressed; these situations are by-products of every
day life in vulnerable communities, which have been
called “social risks” and include all forms of delinquen
cy, drug addiction, intra-family violence, gender-based
violence, among others. Considering these factors, a
coherent humanitarian response to crisis situations
must take into consideration the continuous context
of multiple vulnerabilities in which the affected popu
lations live.
Youth as a driving force
Community members identify special vulnerabilities in
the young population in their communities, especially
where they are exposed to the impact of conflict. This
analysis is due, among other reasons, to the undernour
ishment experienced as children, the lack of adequate
training and of opportunities in the job market, forced
displacements, or the lack of a permanent and stable
affectivity throughout their lives. It is felt that, while chil
dren are often receiving attention as vulnerable group,
youth are often overlooked and under-served. As such,
youth should benefit from a more targeted needs and
vulnerability analysis, followed by adequate and spe
cific measures to address those needs. In addition to
listening to young people and taking their views into
account in shaping future programming, their poten
tial should be valued and incorporated in humanitarian
programming as an asset rather than only as a group
with special risks. Humanitarian response should learn
to better tap into their enthusiasm and their potential
to mobilise and transform their own communities with
a view of creating a better future. During the consulta
tions, a number of initiatives were mentioned and ob
served where youth are organizing themselves, often
with the support of humanitarian or development or
ganisations, and affect change in their own communi
ties. Good examples include communication initiatives,
be they radio stations, flyers, or other written materials,
in which youth debate their situation, their problems,
but also their dreams, vision of the future, and practical
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examples of change and improvements. Including the
youth gathered in these initiatives in communication
with humanitarian organisations could bring new ele
ments to the dialogue and create new options of action
and attitudes.
When looking at the consultations conducted in 20149
on the perception of risk and sources of crisis with
children, adolescents, and youth, they reflect the infor
mation obtained through the present consultations in
Colombia, including the concerns of the young regard
ing livelihood opportunities, that is often considered as
an “adults’ issue”; this topic is a concern because, on
the one hand, they recognise a difficult situation at the
family level, but on the other hand, because in many
cases it means that the very young end up in the street
begging, working, or taking over tasks of the adults; in
almost all those cases they have to abandon school,
being fully aware of the negative impact this will have
on their present and future.
Conclusion
This document aspires to reproduce, in the most direct
way possible, the perspectives of the persons consult
ed in the communities as the added value of the con
sultation initiative. It is important to underline that the
findings also reflect and confirm many of the sugges
tions developed in the WHS preparation process. For
example, the final report of the Global Consultation in
2015 also addresses the importance of strengthening
the accountability to affected communities and their en
gagement in the assistance, recommending that trans

parency at all levels and ensuring leadership and re
sources for the active participation of the communities
in humanitarian programming.10 This points to larger is
sues behind many of the issues raised above, including
for example the need to put humanitarian actors in the
position not only to listen but also to react and adapt
according to the feedback received, which, in turn, is
linked as much to a change of institutional culture as
to the limits of flexibility in a lot of funding from insti
tutional donors - issues that have to be addressed if
accountability to affected populations is to be brought
to life. At the same time, instruments already exist to
take forward a number of those recommendations, like
the Core Humanitarian Standard on Quality and Ac
countability, and the WHS presents the opportunity for
humanitarian actors to make specific commitments on
their use and implementation. Likewise, the subject of
a more active role for youth has come out very clearly
in the WHS process, not least in the broad, global sur
vey conducted by the WHS secretariat that brought out
“Guarantee protection and education for children, and
engage youth as partners in emergency preparedness
and response” as the most supported proposal across
all topics;11 it recognises the youth as much as human
resources as their particular vulnerabilities, and recom
mendations call for the formation of a global alliance
for the empowerment of youth and their active engage
ment in humanitarian situations. In this sense, the hope
is that the present report can present some elements to
inspire specific and operational changes to improve the
work with the persons that humanitarian organisations
seek to support in crises.

According to enquiries in the region of the Americas the ‘rendición de cuentas a las comunidades‘ from the English term ‘accountability to affected populations’, can result in
misunderstandings in its Spanish translation as it is associated with financial matters, although its meaning is much broader.

7

8

Regional Report “Children and Risk Management in South America”, Plan International and Practical Action, 2014.

9

Ibid cit. 8

10

Global Consultation, Geneva 14-16 October 2015, Final Report; p. 89

11

Ibid cit. 10, p. 90; and http://voices.whsummit.org/results, accessed 1 April 2016

Plan International

13

ANNEX: PARTICIPANTS
More than 230 persons participated in the various con
sultations with communities, with representation from
the municipalities of Bajo Baudó, Literal de San Juan,
Novita, and Quibdó in Chocó; from Buenos Aires and
Suarez in Cauca; from Buga and Jamundí in Valle del
Cauca; and from Tumaco in Nariño. As a representa

tive sample, 144 of them were separately interviewed
to obtain the following, more detailed information on
their situation. In addition informal group discussions
were held with several groups of school pupils in Bajo
Baudó and Literal de San Juan.

Ethnic group
Not specified

5%

Mestizo

4%

Katio

Gender Distribution

1%

Indigenous

5%

19%

African descent

20%

71%
0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

75%

Women

Men

Not specified

Age distribution
Not specified

Displaced

2%

5%

65+ years

3%

11%

55 - 65 years

11%

41%

45 - 55 years

17%

35 - 45 years

59%

15%

87%

25 - 35 years

33%

18 - 25 years

16%
0%
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Reason for displacement

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

Yes

35%
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No

Armed conflict

Natural disaster

Not specified
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