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Eyes and Ears on the Ground:
Monitoring aid in insecure
environments
W

here insecurity is high, it is challenging not only to deliver assistance, but also to
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Aid agencies have started to innovate and roll out promising approaches to monitor aid in some of the
most challenging environments. Despite this, there remains a widespread perception that M&E systems

Current monitoring systems are best suited for creating accountability to donors, measuring and
verifying outputs, and providing information to operational decision-makers. Where projects are
managed remotely, they become less complex,1 and donors are more concerned about demonstrating
that funds are spent as intended. Therefore, investments tend to focus on introducing additional
controls – for example, by using technologies for monitoring or employing third parties to verify results

By comparison, current monitoring systems are weak at creating accountability to communities.

criticised aid agencies for relying too much on community leaders or “gatekeepers” and for not involving
them in the planning and implementation of projects, and complained about not hearing back after
providing feedback.
Did aid agencies consult you about the aid you received?
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Communities appreciated phone and internet-based feedback systems where they work, but noted
communication preferences and combining technology with more traditional approaches. The demand
for more-direct communication and inclusive programming processes cannot be met with better
feedback mechanisms alone. A broader set of approaches is needed in insecure settings, such as
providing communities with timely and reliable information on available humanitarian services, and
ensuring they know about their rights and entitlements.

Investments in stronger M&E systems have occurred in all contexts studied. However, they tend
to create additional layers of monitoring at agency, cluster, consortium, donor and country levels.
Investments should be more strategic to avoid duplication and should target the most relevant gaps.

design their M&E systems, provide mentoring and hands-on advice, and verify partner reports.2 Since
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Aid agencies, especially UN agencies and donors, increasingly contract third parties to verify and collect

damaging their reputation due to inappropriate behaviour by external monitors and weakening their
links to communities.4 Agencies should limit third-party monitoring to exceptional situations and avoid
replacing their own monitoring systems.

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Invest in internal systems for using data from third-party monitoring and getting it to decision-makers.
Jointly assess security risks for monitors and existing security systems of third-party monitors.
Coordinate use of third-party monitoring among peers, and exchange on emerging lessons.
Limit primary reliance on third-party monitoring to exceptional areas with constrained access.
monitoring.

Aid agencies have developed and tested a number of technological applications to improve the
an ever-growing amount of data. However, armed groups often associate technologies with spyware
challenges concerning the use and sharing of data, and aid agencies should develop policies to ensure
that technologies are applied responsibly. The SAVE toolkit on Technologies for Monitoring in Insecure
Environments summarises experiences made to date and can inform such policies.
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• Mobile phones can broaden the reach of feedback systems, but provide little feedback on sensitive issues
such as diversion.
•
• While satellite imagery is still rarely used, it can provide independent data and support situation and impact
monitoring.
• Movement tracking devices can help identify and prevent diversion.
• Radio can inform communities with interactive programme formats.
•
is available.

Better M&E does not have to be
more expensive, but needs to be better targeted and more strategic. To improve M&E in insecure
settings, aid professionals tend to create additional layers of monitoring at agency, cluster, consortium,
donor and country levels. There should be more strategic and collective decisions regarding the
monitoring functions needed at each level as well as the appropriate overall level of investment.
Moreinclusive programming can be encouraged by donors and supported by third parties collecting data on
and local organisations close to the respective populations.

Capacity gaps are the main obstacle to better

The decision to provide assistance in highly insecure environments is a risk shared by donors and their
partners.
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