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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The year 2026 marks the 10-year anniversary of the Grand Bargain, a landmark agreement between
major humanitarian donors and organizations to reform aid delivery. This anniversary comes right
after a major shift in the funding landscape. In 2025 the United States government announced and
then carried out plans to drastically reduce its development and humanitarian funding. This shift
set off a domino effect in which major institutional donors outside the United States also lowered
their aid and overseas assistance for development. This overall fiscal tightening has led to
reductions in foreign aid and forced a United Nations-endorsed humanitarian reset. As this
research is being written, local and international agencies of all sizes—which have in the past
delivered lifesaving services and a host of development and other critical assistance—are
downsizing, suspending parts of their operations, or worse yet, shutting down.

This radical shift is happening during unprecedented levels of crisis. More than 239 million people
need humanitarian assistance, and only 28% of the humanitarian funding needs for the year are
being met, as of 2025—the lowest share since 2021. As of 2024 only 3.6% of overall funding went to
local responders. Just a few months shy of its 10-year anniversary, the Grand Bargain’s goal of
getting 25% of funding to local and national humanitarian actors (LNHAs) as directly as possible is
not being realized.

Now more than ever, expectations for providing relief will fall on local humanitarian workers, who
will have front-row seats to more tragedies due to climate change, natural hazards, conflicts,
econamic upheavals, and other emerging crises.

This evaluative research report explores Oxfam’s Emergency Response Fund (ERF) Agility, an
initiative launched in 2021 to address systemic challenges in humanitarian funding and leadership
for local actors. The ERF Agility model was developed to support locally led emergency responses
through nimble, prepositioned funds that enable rapid response (within 72 hours) to small- and
medium-scale crises, especially underfunded and off-the-radar emergencies. Oxfam’s ERF Agility
was launched in alignment with global commitments such as the Charter for Change (2015) and the
Grand Bargain (2016), which emphasize local humanitarian leadership, quality funding for local
actors, and inclusion of women-led organizations. The research evaluates the viability of this model
using key criteria—power, resourcing, gender inclusion, effectiveness, cost efficiency, and risk
management. These criteria were selected based on their relevance to Oxfam’s local humanitarian
leadership [LHL) principles as well as to the critical issues frequently named in the challenges
facing local leadership. Findings were drawn from interviews with 50 stakeholders (11 Oxfam staff
and 39 local partners from 26 local organizations) conducted between September 2023 and March
2025, case studies, and literature reviews of both Oxfam and external emergency funding
mechanisms.

This report provides strong early evidence from a learning-oriented pilot of a funding model for local
actors, with clear potential for further validation and strengthening, particularly at subnational
levels. This evaluative research did not do a comparative analysis between the ERF Agility and other
responses led by international non-governmental organizations (INGOs) or local NGOs (LNGOs) but
used the perceptions of local responders who were involved in both INGO- and LNGO-led
interventions to assess how they found the ERF Agility versus non-ERF interventions. The analysis
is a comparison to what the local actors who implemented the ERF Agility themselves experienced.

The ERF Agility led to several successes, including the following:

1. Enhanced credibility: Local actors in the ERF Agility were perceived to be credible respond-
ers based on anindependent evaluation commissioned by the three local consortia in
Bangladesh, Puerto Rico, and Uganda (Oxfam internal report, 2023).

2. Recognition of the expertise of women’s organizations: Two of the women'’s rights organi-
zations (WROs) that participated in the ERF Agility, which had never previously been in-
volved in any response, were approached by a United Nations agency to be part of a hu-
manitarian consortium in the third year of the project.

3. Strengthened leadership: Oxfam staff interviewed for this research observed improved
leadership among partners. From 2021 to 2025, local NGO partners in the ERF Agility
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displayed, for example, active participation in humanitarian country teams and improved
financial controls (per Oxfam internal audits), governance structures, and compliance.

4. Contextualized responses: Flexible funding allows for interventions “tailored to their
needs,” according to a community member in a Uganda refugee camp, thanks to local re-
sponders’ constant communication and presence.

Oxfam selected pilot geographies for the ERF Agility—Bangladesh, Puerto Rico (USA), and Uganda—
based on their history of jointly delivering humanitarian work with local actors and their ability to
help strengthen and/or establish local platforms. The model built on insights from six prior Oxfam
ERF-type funding mechanisms and peer initiatives like the Start Fund and the NEAR Change Fund.
Over four years, the ERF Agility evolved from an Oxfam-led initiative into a jointly designed and man-
aged emergency funding mechanism with LNGOs.

PERFORMANCE OF THE ERF AGILITY

Here is how the ERF Agility performed based on six criteria: power, resourcing, gender inclusion,
effectiveness, cost efficiency, and risk management:

POWER

While the ERF Agility project did not start with full decision-making power for local actors, the ap-
proach shifted at midpaint, when local actors asserted their desire to lead, and Oxfam adapted ac-
cordingly. The research finds that the transition of power to local actors is a significant success
and aligns with feedback from local partners, even in previous evaluations. All respondents for this
research said that on the issue of power, decisions were made entirely by local actors once funds
reached country offices. Oxfam provided funding and technical advice as needed but did not vote in
any decisions, including decisions on response options, funding allocations, and screening of other
local NGOs as grantees. The executive director of a local NGO in Uganda said, "0ur ideas were able to
thrive, and no one imposed their ideas on us. The design, needs assessment, and implementation
came from us. We were leading the process.”

RESOURCING

While the ERF tried to provide quality funding, direct funding to local actors remains limited—not
due to lack of capacity but because of a colonial aid system that imposes complex, costly compli-
ance requirements that make the full funding cycle burdensome for local responders. Two of our
LNGO partners shared that they cannot directly receive donations, especially those in small
amounts such as USS50,000 and below, because of high administrative costs and compliance re-
guirements. It is likely that many other local organizations face this challenge as well. To address
this difficulty, the ERF Agility adopted a pass-through modelin which funds flowed through Oxfam
but were fully designed and managed by local consortia, including indirect cost rate (ICR). The idea
is to have a turnkey solution for local actors to respond to disasters. However, long-standing sub-
contracting roles have limited LNGOs’ ability to build the financial reserves and systems expected by
Northern donors. This system sets up—unintentionally, perhaps—local actors to continually strug-
gle, if not to fail.

Finally, cost calculations and the experience of the ERF Agility show that to reach economies of
scale and be cost-effective, ERF-type funding at subnational levels needs a minimum of USS$50,000
and a maximum of USS$300,000 per local consortium annually. This funding should come with a mini-
mum 7% ICR to the consortium lead and a cascading ICR to subgrantees. Ideally, subgrants should
not be less than USS$10,000.

The ERF Agility is set up to be multiyear, flexible, and predictable. It requires committed support
from donors to be sustainable. However, as of this writing, the project has not yet secured addi-
tional non-0xfam funding for subsequent cycles.
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GENDER INCLUSION

Women-led organizations (WL0Os) comprised 53.5% of partners across the three consortia. Making
women’s leadership a core requirement in the ERF Agility sent a clear signal that this was an
organizational priority for Oxfam and its partners and that they would only work with communities
aligned with this principle or willing to shift to support this goal. Working with local platforms such
as the Bangladesh Women'’s Humanitarian Platform or partnering with strong women's activist
umbrella groups like Coordinadora Paz para las Mujeres (CPM) in Puerto Rico did even more to help
ensure communities” acceptance of this principle. The initiative challenged entrenched norms in
male-dominated humanitarian systems. In Bangladesh, this approach enabled women’s leadership
to be embedded at the subnational level in Kurigram. In Puerto Rico, the women-led consortia
reframed overlooked issues—such as gender-based violence (GBV), power outages, and toxic
masculinity—as disaster concerns requiring humanitarian action. In Uganda, WROs advanced
inclusion of youth and refugee issues, highlighting early marriage as a disaster-related protection
concern.

Many of these organizations do not identify as humanitarian actors but as development-focused
groups praviding crisis support, following targeted humanitarian training from Oxfam and others.
Meaningful engagement of WR0s/WL0s—as well as refugee-led organizations (RLOs) and youth
groups—requires upfront investment in training, exposure to humanitarian principles, and sus-
tained efforts to challenge patriarchal norms and dismantle inequitable systems.

EFFECTIVENESS

Research respondents believed that locally led responses were often carried out with greater un-
derstanding of the issues at hand, because responders experienced and analyzed the crises in real
time within their own communities rather than responding based on second-hand reports. Accord-
ing to 13 out of 15 LNGO respandents interviewed for this research, such an approach fostered an
empathetic, diverse, and gender-sensitive response: “When you are a local responder in your com-
munity, this is not just service delivery, and you are not just hitting targets. It is often more humane
and compassionate due to your direct connection with affected individuals and families.” These
findings are based on an analysis of perceptions from research respondents, local actaors, and
Oxfam staff who experienced both INGO- and LNGO-led responses.

COST EFFICIENCY

We did not conduct a cost-efficiency analysis comparing local actors’ response to that of interna-
tional actors in this evaluative research. However, the participants in this research caution against
looking at cost efficiency an a per dollar basis as there are other gains that have not been mone-
tized but nonetheless provide value, especially in the long term, such as local decision-making and
contextually rooted responses (see Figure 1). Another aspect of perceived cost efficiency includes
full use of tailor-made interventions by receiving communities. Local actors involved in the ERF
Agility initiative have successfully leveraged additional resources, including community assets,
structures, and netwaorks, thereby increasing their capacity to enhance and scale up their re-
sponses. Research respondents also highlighted the importance of social capital and local
knowledge in navigating community structures and power dynamics, which can make mobilization
efforts easier to facilitate. Rapid decision-making aligned with local rhythms and tailored to com-
munity needs mitigates negative coping strategies, which respondents perceived to result in sig-
nificant cost savings.
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Figure 1: ERF Agility and Cost Efficiency

POTENTIAL DRIVERS OF COST EFFICIENCY

o Existing presence o Local knowledge

o Local currency transactions o Local procurement

o Social capital o Faster decisions
CHALLENGES/THINGS TO CONSIDER

Limitation: No per-dollar || Caution: Not everything can be monetized but
cost analysis. that does not mean it does not have value.

Source: Infographic designed by Diana de Leon

RISK MANAGEMENT

The research found that working through local consortia embedded within national and local hu-
manitarian platforms—as seen in the ERF Agility and similar mechanisms inside and outside Oxfam—
can strengthen risk management by encouraging collaboration rather than competition, enabling
shared responsibility and risk sharing. However, the local cansortia in the ERF Agility largely
adopted a one-sided approach to risk, focusing primarily on project participants and the delivery of
goods and services. Limited attention was paid to the welfare, safety, and security of local consor-
tium staff. This highlights a gap that local responders, Oxfam, and other intermediaries should ac-
tively address and be held accountable for. Effective risk management must extend beyond finan-
cial or ICR considerations to include systemic reforms that ensure dignified working conditions, fair
treatment, and appropriate compensation for all humanitarian actors, particularly local first re-
sponders.

CONCLUSION

Overall, the key achievements of the ERF Agility are as follows:

1. Simplified and empowering processes: Placing grant management decisions in the hands
of local actors helped break down power hierarchies, simplified bureaucracy, and made the
application and reporting processes partner friendly and collaborative.

2. Integrated indirect cost recovery to partners. The ERF Agility ensured that partners re-
ceived ICR in both phases (in the first phase it was optional, and in the second phase it was
required).

3. Diverse membership: Including women'’s organizations, refugee-led groups, and youth or-
ganizations was integral to the ERF Agility’s attempts to break down barriers to these
groups’ entry into humanitarian spaces.

4. Deep connections to communities. Local consortia were embedded in the communities in
which they worked, fostering effective and responsive humanitarian intervention.

5. Network growth and power: Local consortia were also embedded in larger local and/or na-
tional humanitarian platforms that offered opportunities for mutual learning and sharing of
expertise.

6. Humanitarian-development nexus: Locally led responses draw on diverse expertise. Most
ERF Agility LNGOs, especially WR0s and WLOs, also work in development,! helping connect
humanitarian issues to local authorities and organizational goals.

The challenges are:
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1. Cost efficiency in comparison with an INGO-led response. More research is required to dive
into the cost efficiencies of an ERF-led response versus more traditional responses.

2. Risk management. This research found that ERFs do not adequately address risk manage-
ment. More attention is needed on this critical point to ensure that partners and communi-
ties are protected.

The ERF Agility model offers a replicable framework for shifting power and resources to the front-
lines of crisis response. To scale such models effectively, the report recommends increased invest-
ment in capacity strengthening, simplified compliance pathways, and donor flexibility to support
experimental, locally designed solutions. It also stresses the need for systemic shifts in how the
humanitarian sector tracks and delivers quality funding, especially to women’s organizations and
other marginalized groups. Locally led responses funded by the ERF Agility demonstrated fast mobi-
lization, cultural relevance, and strong community trust. These findings are based on evaluations
and post-distribution surveys of community members who received the ERF Agility interventions
and the respondents of this research.

Questions remain about the ERF Agility’s scalability—not its capacity to increase funding, but rather
its potential for expansion to more locations and replication with more local NGOs. While promising,
the ERF Agility’s scalability remains untested, as pilot responses took place at subnational levels,
were smallin scale, and reached only a limited portion of affected populations. Future research is
needed to further explore this issue.
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DEFINITION OF KEY TERMS

Direct funding: Refers to financial support that goes straight from a donor—such as a government
agency, foundation, or pooled fund—to a local organization without passing through an
intermediary. In contrast, indirect funding involves one or more intermediaries, like an international
non-governmental organization (INGO), which receives the funds and then disburses them to local
organizations while also overseeing their use. For local organizations, direct funding offers several
key advantages: (1) it increases their influence over program design and decision-making; (2] it
enhances visibility and access to future funding opportunities, including potential to shape donor
agendas; (3] it typically includes coverage for overhead or operational costs; and (4] it reduces
transaction layers and associated costs (Parrish and Kattakuzhy, 2018).

Emergency Response Fund (ERF): For this research, ERF refers to various emergency funding
mechanisms started by Oxfam in 2014 to provide quality funding to local actors. ERFs are flexible
funding mechanisms designed for crises that fall outside the attention of the mainstream media,
governments, and international donors. The fund is intended to prioritize small-scale, under-the-
radar, and forgotten emergencies and to help local actors respond to and mitigate the impacts of
disasters in their communities within 72 hours.

ERF Agility: The Emergency Response Fund (ERF] Agility is a flexible funding mechanism intended for
quick and nimble disbursement for humanitarian action. It is designed to be managed by a
consortium of local actors in three pilot geographies in Bangladesh, Puerto Rico, and Uganda.
Requiring that the ERF Agility be led by local actors fram the start—of which at least one must be a
women’s organization—sets it apart from other Oxfam ERFs to date.? Launched in 2021 by Oxfam
America in consultation with country teams and local actors and leveraging lessons from earlier
Oxfam ERFs, the ERF Agility prepaositions funds with pre-vetted consortia in country before an
emergency occurs. It aims to save lives during emergencies, advocate for the rights of people
affected, and advance the shifting of power to local actors within the humanitarian sector. Once
funds are transferred to the local consortia, they are intended to be fully managed by local actors.

Equitable partnership: As defined by both the Charter for Change and the Grand Bargain, equitable
partnership centers on shifting power, resources, and decision-making to local and national actors
in humanitarian response. It moves beyond subcontracting to ensure that local partners are
meaningfully involved from design through implementation, with direct access to flexible, multiyear
funding. Both frameworks emphasize transparency, mutual accountability, fair compensation, and
recognition of local leadership. They call for reduced bureaucracy, shared risk, and adherence to
the Principles of Partnership—equality, complementarity, and responsibility—to enable more
sustainable, context-driven, and genuinely collaborative humanitarian action.

Indirect cost recovery (ICRJ: Indirect overhead costs that cannot be directly attributed to project
activities, such as central support costs, rent, utilities, and administration; they are often
calculated as a proportion of direct project expenditures. Broadly speaking, overhead refers to
expenditures that fall outside normal program implementation costs but that an organization needs
to carry out its mission. Overhead ultimately enables an organization to deliver programs effectively,
efficiently, and safely.

Local actors: For reporting purposes, the term “local and national humanitarian actors (LNHAs)" is
used synonymously with “local actors.” When Oxfam uses the term “local actor,” it broadly refers to
all levels of civil society and government (local NGOs, national NGOs, civil society organizations,
municipal authorities, national civil protection authorities, the local private sector, etc.). In other
wards, by “local” we mean “not international” (Oxfam, 2019).

Local humanitarian leadership [LHL): LHL occurs when “local humanitarian actors (whether civil
society, government, or both) lead humanitarian action, ensuring that it is fast and appropriate and
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meets the needs of the affected population” (Kergoat et al,. 2020, 4). LHL “refers to a transformed
humanitarian system: one which is collaborative, inclusive, agile and diverse in nature, and where
aid decision-making processes are equitable and closer to affected people” (Kergoat et al., 2020,
4.

Pooled funds: Pooled funds are a form of investment where money from more than one donor is
combined into a single, large fund managed by an entity (Thomas, 2022, 11). Specific to the humani-
tarian sector, these are multi-donor humanitarian financing mechanisms aiming to provide a flexi-
ble and responsive source of financing for emergencies. Pooled funding mechanisms are often
managed by a fund manager or secretariat. Examples include the UN-managed pooled funds, in-
cluding the Central Emergency Response Fund and Country-Based Pooled Funds. This pooling al-
lows for diversification across assets, offers access to more investment opportunities, and pro-
vides the benefits of economies of scale, such as lower costs perinvestor compared with individu-
als investing alone.

Small and medium-sized local and national organizations: For this research, we consider organiza-
tions small when the staff is between 7 and 13 people and annual income is between US$20,000
and USS50,000. Medium-sized LNGOs have staff of between 14 and 25 people and annual income
between US$75,000 and US$150,000.

Subcontracting: Subcontracting in humanitarian response occurs when international organizations
[such as INGOs or United Nations agencies] receive donor funding and then contract with local or
national NGOs to implement projects or services on their behalf. In this model, the local actors are
treated not as equal partners but rather as service providers, often with limited input in program
design, decision-making, or strategic planning.

Quality funding: Quality funding is characterized by its flexibility, predictability, and multiyear na-
ture; it aims to support principled humanitarian action and improve the effectiveness and efficiency
of responses (IASC, 2023). It emphasizes unearmarked or softly earmarked funds, allowing humani-
tarian organizations to impartially allocate funds based on need, including for forgotten crises. This
is funding that can be provided directly or indirectly to local actors to increase accountability to af-
fected populations and strengthen local capacity to respond efficiently and at scale when crisis
hits (IASC, 2024).
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INTRODUCTION

This evaluative research report examines Oxfam's® locally led emergency response fund (ERF) mech-
anism, the ERF Agility, a funding model designed to be accessible to local actors. The Oxfam ERF
Agility model is a humanitarian funding innovation that establishes standby funds to be distributed
quickly to small and medium-sized local non-governmental organizations (NGOs] to respond to
emergencies. The response funds are meant to be nimble, with light-touch procedures at the time
of emergencies to enable responses to be launched just before an emergency or immediately after
(within 72 hours] to meet urgent needs and have the greatest impact. Crucially, the ERF Agility was
designed in consultation with local partners, who worked with Oxfam to determine how to effec-
tively shift both funding and decision-making power to local actors. With an initial infusion of
US$190,000% from an internal fund at Oxfam in 2021—the Agility Fund—the project pilot tested this
locally designed and managed ERF in Bangladesh, Puerto Rico (United States), and Uganda.

The research aims to identify insights on the viability of this locally led ERF model using six key
benchmarks: power, resourcing, gender inclusion, effectiveness, cost efficiency, and risk manage-
ment. It is based on a review of core considerations of ERFs and builds on lessons from other emer-
gency response models within Oxfam. Oxfam’s decision to design a funding model that local actors
can access and manage is in line with Oxfam’s commitment to local humanitarian leadership (LHL),
specifically commitments to increase quality direct funding to local actors in the Charter for
Change,® Grand Bargain,® and Pledge for Change.’” The report also conducted a literature review of
similar funding mechanisms and modalities pioneered by other donors and supporters in the sector,
beyond Oxfam, to absorb what we could learn from others.

Such funding mechanisms are critical. According to the Global Humanitarian Overview 2026, the
number of people needing humanitarian assistance reached around 239 million in December 2025
due to climate emergencies, conflict, and economic crises (United Nations, 2025, 2). Yet despite the
growing need, only 28% of the USS33 billion required for humanitarian assistance was funded
(Thomas, 2025; United Nations, 2025). The Charter for Change and the Grand Bargain have had suc-
cess in persuading donors to increase their focus on localization. However, even as more national
and local CS0s are introduced to donors, funds are still not going directly to local actors, save for
some of the funding going through the United Nations (UN] and Country-Based Pooled Funds (CBPFs)
(Thomas, 2022, 11).8 Even country-based pooled funding meant to support local efforts often fails
to prioritize consortia led by local NGOs (Manlutac, 2022, 24). Despite calls for funding to go to local
and national actors as directly as possible, Grand Bargain signatories provided only 0.5% of funds
directly to local and national actors [down from 0.6% in 2023) (Pearson et al., 2025, 20).

Even though local actors are often the first to help communities prepare for disasters and to respond
after they strike, they still do not have ready access to direct, quality funding that would enable themto
mount that response. Women's organizations face additional challenges in this funding landscape: they
have limited sources of funding, and that funding is often short-term and project-specific (Jayasinghe,
2023, 20). According to a research report from the Institute for Journalism and Social Change,
funded by the Global Fund for Women, MADRE, and Purposeful, “women’s rights organizations,
movements, and institutions received just 0.34% of total global aids flows in 2022 (down from
0.42% in 2020)" (Sekyiamah and Provost, 2024, 7). Considering women’s organizations’ severe lack
of access to funding,® any insights on or examples of ERFs and similar funding mechanisms engag-
ing with those organizations will be important to examine.

In 2014, Oxfam started testing funding models designed to be accessible to local actors. For Oxfam,
LHL is a fundamental transformation of the humanitarian system in which decisions made around
aid responses are taken by actors who are closest to the people affected by crises. The theory of
change for this work is the following:

If humanitarian action is locally led and managed with the strategic leadership of local ac-
tors and with improved need-based support, then humanitarian interventions will be more
effective, relevant, cost-efficient, innovative, and accountable, especially to their commu-
nities.
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The process of transformation requires a shift in power between actors, based on respect for exist-
ing local leadership and investment in mutually empowering relationships, where local and national
actors are equal partners with their international counterparts, toward the aim of achieving greater
humanitarian impact. See Figure 2 on the guiding principles used by Oxfam.

Figure 2: Oxfam LHL Principles

Gender Justice Partnerships
CENTERING EQUAL AS
WOMEN'S POSSIBLE
LEADERSHIP \ /

7 een
VOICES — & HUMANITARIAN = GROW LOCAL
SHAPE LEADERSHIP CAPACITY ON

DECISIONS PRINCIPLES LOCAL TERMS
s ~o
Public / \ \
Engagement DIRECT AND
MAKE LOCAL
LEADERSHIP QUALITY
VISIBLE FUNDING

Source: Infographic designed by Diana de Leon

This evaluative research report will do the following:

1. Describe and analyze the overall current state of play of ERF-type funding models within
and outside of Oxfam.

2. Zoomintothe ERF Agility as a case study, analyze areas where it is working well, and un-
pack its current gaps to enable better iteration of succeeding models.

3. Harvest and capitalize on good practices related to ERF funding mechanisms to further
institutionalize, replicate, and scale local leadership for a wider positive change in the
humanitarian sector.

13 ERF Agility



Box 1: Voices on Humanitarian Funding: Realities and Challenges

From 2021 to 2022, Oxfam and partner organizations and networks in Asia, the Middle East
and Northern Africa, the Pacific, and West Africa convened 10 online learning events related
to LHL. In all, 450 people from 30 countries attended, of whom 60% represented local and
national NGOs and 40% represented international organizations. The goals were to improve
and share a collective understanding of the issues surrounding local leadership among
learning participants, to get a snapshot of where LHL was at that time, to improve and ex-
pand networks, and to put forward a global agenda to speed and improve the process of lo-
calization. With regard to receiving direct quality funding, participants shared these chal-
lenges they faced:

o Shrinking civil society space. Political upheavals and policies designed to combat
terrorism and corruption can reduce national and local institutions” ability to local-
ize humanitarian responses.

e Law and policies. Local actors may be unable to receive funding from international
donors due to rules and regulations—for example, US-based donors require a 501¢c3
certificate status in order to send funds.

e Lack of access. Many large pots of funds go through UN agencies and intermediar-
ies to humanitarian country teams (HCTs) where local actors represent less than
10% of cluster leadership.

e Timing. Calls for proposals/bids for emergency response funds happen right before
or after a disaster, and then the money is released to successful applicants. Fund-
ing cycles tend to be unpredictable and short-term.

o Favoritism. A preference for established local NGOs can lead some of these NGOs to
become overloaded with heavy and competing workloads while discouraging the
development of a wider pool of local actors able to access and/or lead programs.

e Risk sharing, especially on currency loses and gains. Risks related to exchange
rate gains or losses may be unevenly shared. In some cases, international non-
governmental organizations (INGOs) keep exchange rate gains but pass on losses to
local partners.

e Staffing. Local partners sometimes have difficulty charging project staff as a pro-
ject cost rather than a support cost, farcing them to bring in more volunteers. Staff
poaching by international actors is also an issue facing local organizations.

EVALUATIVE RESEARCH QUESTIONS

The hypothesis of the evaluative research is that funding mechanisms like the ERF Agility can
demonstrate the added value of locally led funds for responding effectively to humanitarian crises,
especially for under-resourced emergencies. This research aims to evaluate the ERF as an LHL
funding modality that local actors can access; if it is proven effective, they can advocate for its
scaling up. Through this research we answer the questions shown in Figure 3.
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Figure 3: Key Questions in Evaluating the ERF Agility

How did the ERF Agility encourage local actors to become decision-makers and
humanitarian responders? What is Oxfam’s role in ERF models, and is it shifting? If yes, in

What are the main considerations or decision-making criteria being used by the local

‘ consortia?

How did women'’s organizations participate and/or lead in the ERF Agility? What were
the successes? What were the challenges?

How have other international actors shifted resources and power to local actors via ERFs
and other similar funding modalities? How do these other funding modalities engage with

women’s organizations?

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

Oxfam’s LHL principles guided this research (see Figure 2). In creating a research team, it was im-
portant that we go beyond consultation and work with a local partner to strategically steer the de-
sign and scope of the research. The research was thus co-designed by Oxfam and a local partner
from Nexus, a Somali-led paradigm-shifting consaortium for civil society leadership that aims to
break the silos between development, humanitarian action, and peace building. To be true to
Oxfam'’s LHL principles, we strove to make our data collection processes local, culturally appropri-
ate, and gender sensitive, and we ensured that interpretation and translation were available to
minimize language barriers.

The internal evaluative research on the ERF Agility is based on data collected from key informant
interviews conducted from September 2023 ta March 2025, with updates from a few key informants
in July 2025. The first phase of the ERF was in 2021-2022, so the first set of interviews occurred in
2023; the second phase was in 2023-2024, so the other interviews took place in the first half of
2025. The interviews followed each phase to record any changes that may have occurred in the ERF
Agility. All interviews were recorded, transcribed, and anonymized. Country-level summation and
synthesis were done before the results were aggregated into a global synthesis.

An analytical framework was developed to guide research questions and data collection methods
(see Figure 4). This framework assesses how the ERFs advance localization by examining shiftsin
power, access to resources, gender inclusion, risk sharing, response quality, and cost-efficiency. It
aims to determine whether local actors were empowered, adequately funded, gender-responsive,
supported in managing risks, able to deliver effective responses, and able to demonstrate value for
money.

The research gathered evidence from internal Oxfam reports, research, proposal documents, and
evaluations on how the ERF Agility funding model evolved in Oxfam and whether and how these
changes helped local actars acquire the resources needed to respond rapidly and effectively to
shocks. A total of 50 people (11 Oxfam staff and 39 local partners from 26 local organizations] par-
ticipated in the research. Of these, 35 people participated in key informant interviews while the rest
joined focus group discussions. The majority of the respondents were from the ERF Agility projects
in Bangladesh, Puerto Rico, and Uganda. Other global and regional Oxfam staff involved in funding
mechanisms like the ERF were added as expert interviewees. A field visit to communities that re-
ceived ERF Agility interventions in Uganda took place in July 2023. The primary data for each country
was examined based on the analytical framework, after which the data was summarized to offer a
consolidated synthesis for the research.
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Figure 4: Analytical Framework Using Six-Dimensional Benchmarking

RISK

RESOURCING EFFECTIVENESS MANAGEMENT
Timely, equitable Improved Shared and
access to quality response quality well-managed

funding and measurable risk across

impact stakeholders

GENDER cosT
' F?OWER ' INCLUSION EFFICIENCY
Decision-making Inclusive Demonstrated
' autonomy and leadership and value-for-mone
infuence by local gender-responsive in localized :
actors programming approaches

Source: Infographic designed by Diana de Leon

This research provides a catalogue of past Oxfam ERFs and a literature review of progress reports
and evaluations of related programs. Country-specific experiences and insights in the form of
guotes were selected based on where the ERF fulfilled the key criteria for which it was set up: com-
munities were off the radar, they received little media attention, the ERF allowed local actors to be
first responders, and it helped leverage additional funding and other support.

RESEARCH LIMITATIONS

This project grappled with several challenges. The first was managing the dynamics of Oxfam
conducting evaluative research on its own project, which could lead to issues of bias. Our way of
mitigating against this bias was to engage with a local partner from Nexus on the research team,
though they understandably had limited time to devote to this research. To ensure research rigor,
integrity, and credibility, the report also went through peer review, which involved two external
reviewers. We recognized that we were conducting interviews with our consortia partners, who are
long-standing partners of Oxfam and who thus may not have felt comfortable being critical of the
project. However, the ERF Agility itself was designed with a spirit of experimentation. We tried to be
mindful of the power dynamic by focusing on learning from failures and honest feedback and
emphasizing that the product being examined, the ERF Agility, is owned not by Oxfam but by the
local actors. Nonetheless, we recognize that the authors of this report are Oxfam staff, and
therefore there may be some unintended residual risk of positive bias.

Second, this research was conducted amid major shifts and disruptions in the humanitarian sector,
such as the decolonizing aid movement, humanitarian resets, work stoppage on the part of the US
Agency for International Development (USAID), and violations of international humanitarian law in
various large-scale emergencies around the world. The latter can erode the trust humanitarian
actors—whether local or international—have in the aid system. These factors impacted some
respondents’ availability and openness to sharing honest insights.

Initially, we wanted to hear community voices through direct interviews, but we realized that
community members can only comment on the quality of the humanitarian response they received,
and they do not have a perspective on the power and decision-making dynamics between Oxfam
and our local partners. Instead, therefore, we pivoted to looking at post-distribution surveys and
evaluations to get the community’s perspective. To augment the post-distribution survey data, we
held three focus group discussions with partner communities in Uganda in July 2023.

Finally, we were evaluating a “live” funding mechanism whose funding for future responses is still
not secured. This funding situation could ultimately be a basis for the project’s success or failure,
S0 we recognize that our learning process is still ongoing, but we believe that taking the
opportunity to document and learn from what we have experienced so far is a valuable exercise.
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THE CONTEXT: WHY QUALITY
FUNDING MATTERS

There has been a growing body of research on funding to local humanitarian actors.!’ Concurrently,
global commitments have also prioritized direct funding to local actors: the Pledge for Change
(2023), with its three pledges on equitable partnerships, authentic storytelling, and influencing
wider change; the Grand Bargain (2016), with its eight workstreams between donors and aid
organizations, several of which focus on getting multiyear and direct funding to local actors; and
the Charter for Change’s (2015) eight points, which include an emphasis on direct quality funding
linclusive of indirect cost recovery [ICR]), advocating for local actors, robust organizational support
and capacity strengthening, and media communication about local and national actors.

For this research, we are not providing a formal definition of quality funding, as it continues to
evolve. Instead, we collected properties and attributes of quality funding as compiled by Develop-
ment Initiatives in 2024, and findings from key informant interviews of local actors in Oxfam’s ERF
Agility program (Belcher and Rieger., 2024). Based on this review, we have identified five key compo-
nents of quality funding (Figure 5).

Figure 5: Elements of Quality Funding

QUALITY FUNDING IS...

LOCALLY LED
Local and national actors can easily access funding and have

decision-making power over it.

MULTIYEAR AND PREDICTABLE

Multiyear planning and funding lower administrative costs,
catalyze more responsive programming, and provide long-term
stability to retain skilled personnel.

FLEXIBLE
Organizations can adapt to changing needs and prioritize more
vulnerable populations.

ADEQUATELY COVERS COSTS
Funding includes indirect cost recovery and full staffing so local
actors do not need to volunteer their time.

APPROPRIATE REPORTING

Reporting length and frequency are commensurate to the scale
of the response. Reports can be in various forms and languages
and can be supported via calls, video clips, or short briefs.

Source: Infographic designed by Diana de Leon

Although the LHL agenda has several important goals, one important pillar is access to direct, qual-
ity funding by local actors. Now, in 2026, progress on this commitment is way below its target. Most
humanitarian aid money is controlled by international actors, with just under 10% going directly to
local and national actors. Given their limited resources, these local actors find it difficult to advance
and finance humanitarian responses (Pearson and Rieger, 2026).
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The main platforms for tracking real-time humanitarian funding—including the UN Office for the
Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (UN OCHA) Financial Tracking Service (FTS) and the International
Aid Transparency Initiative (IATI]—have the functionality to track funding. However, the flows are not
being adequately reported by donors and intermediary organizations. The data available is therefore
inconsistent, incomplete, and sometimes unreliable. These funding platforms are also complex;
quantifying funding flows to local actors requires advanced data analysis skills. Tracking funding to
women’s arganizations has been problematic, but in 2024, after advocacy from the Gender
Community of Practice (CoP) of the Grand Bargain, signatories were for the first time required to
report on funding provided to women'’s rights organizations (WR0s) or women-led organizations
(WLOs).! These figures show a fourfold rise in reporting compared with 2023 figures—a significant
success. The mandatory reporting requirements revealed that 24 out of the 61 signatories directed
funding to WLOs or WROs in 2024.%

Challenges in getting funds in the hands of local actors tend to revolve around certain issues often
shaped more by perceptions or biases than by evidence: the perception that local actors are too
small to absorb funds, that they are a financial risk (i.e., they cannot provide the necessary
validation such as audited statements or follow diligence processes), or that in conflict settings
they da not follow the Humanitarian Principles (Gingerich and Cohen, 2015, 26; Barbelet et al,, 2021,
12). Another barrier is the failure to bring local and national actors into humanitarian country teams
and/or cluster coordination groups and other forums. These are the platforms where funding
information and allocations are discussed, and often local actors have no presence; if they happen
to attend, they have no power to make decisions next to their more powerful and better-funded
international counterparts. Compliance with some of the core humanitarian standards, such as
“speed and timeliness” of response, can sometimes run counter to other metrics of a quality
response as defined by local actors.

The evidence points to the following: There is a need to deliver quality funding directly to local
actors. The aid system currently is doing a poor job of sending funding directly to local actors,
despite commitments made by the international community to send 25% of funding. Lack of
funding, and particularly quality funding, keeps local actors in a position of dependency. However,
there are research gaps. We have a good sense of why flexible funds should go directly to local
actors and what the barriers are, but what we need is more research on how we can overcome such
challenges. Recent research on pooled funds is providing maore information, but more work is
needed on what works, how, and why. And there persists a research gap on funding to local
WOmen’s arganizations in the cantext of humanitarian interventions. This evaluative research seeks
to start to fill these gaps.

THE ERF LANDSCAPE: EXTERNAL MODELS

Efforts have been made to counter some of the gaps and challenges in providing quality funding
directly to local actors, and this section gives a brief catalogue of the types of ERFs that exist in the
humanitarian sector beyond Oxfam. Our focus was specific: we looked at funding modalities that
included the following criteria (but they did not need to tick every box]:

Required
e Hasinternational mandate (or multi-country mandate]
e Supports emergency response by local actors (emphasis is on organizations not
individuals)
e Prigritizes quick access to funds by local actors, with minimal application requirements
e Has simplified reporting frequency and expectations

Preferred
o Arranges for funding decisions to be managed and led by local actors
e Intentionally includes women'’s organizations (this report pays particular attention to
funding mechanisms that support women’s organizations; while local actors remain
underfunded when responding to humanitarian emergencies, women’s organizations have
an even smaller piece of the funding pie)
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The review found nine funding modalities that fulfilled the required criteria (Table 1). However, the
two preferred criteria—local management and leadership, and intentional inclusion of women'’s
organizations—did not come up as extensively.

All nine funding modalities listed below are pooled funds, showing the popularity of the pooled fund
structure for emergency response funding. Five of the funds listed in Table 1 provide resources
directly to local/national actors (Country-Based Pooled Funds [CBPFs], the Women's Peace and
Humanitarian Fund [WPHF], the Start Fund, the NEAR Change Fund, and the Global Resilience
Fund]—though of these funds, only half involve local/national actors in the management and
decision-making of the funds (Start Fund, NEAR Change Fund, and the Global Resilience Fund). The
UN Central Emergency Response Fund (CERF), the United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA), the
International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies (IFRC) and Save the Children do
not directly fund local/national actors but instead funnel their money to their respective country
offices or established NGOs. Understanding the effectiveness and efficiency of pooled funds and
why they are becoming increasingly popular is outside the scope of this evaluative research, but it
is a notable observation.

Six of the funding modalities mention women'’s organizations (including women-led organizations)
in a variety of ways. The Women'’s Peace and Humanitarian Fund, UNFPA, and the Global Resilience

Fund send funds only to women’s organizations. For the CBPFs, the Advisory Boards that develop a
strategic vision of the fund is required to have at least one representative from a national women’s

arganization, though it is unclear how many of the funds are received by such women’s groups.

Table 1: Catalogue of Locally Accessible Funding Models External to Oxfam

Description

Level of Involvement of
Local Actors
(recipient, manager, etc.)

Local Women’s Organiza-

tions Specifically Involved?

(recipient, manager, etc.)

UN Central Emer-
gency Response
Fund [CERF)

A pooled fund estab-
lished by the United
Nations in 2005, the
CERF supports humani-
tarian responders in
delivering assistance
during emergencies. In
2024, CERF allocated
more than USS500 mil-
lionin 42 countries (UN
CERF, 2024).

Funds are accessed by UN
agencies and then imple-
mented in partnership with
local and national NGOs, host
governments, and Red
Cross/Red Crescent societies.
Local actors are not directly
involved in the management
of CERF, nor are they direct
recipients.

No specific language is
available, though UN Women
and UNFPA have received
grants from CERF to support
local WLOs and WROs (UN
Women, 2023).

Local women’s organiza-
tions are not directly in-
volved in the management
of CERF, nor are they direct
recipients.

Country-Based
Pooled Funds

Managed by UN Office
for the Coordination of
Humanitarian Affairs
(UN OCHA), CBPFs are
established when an
emergency occurs. In

CBPFs are managed by hu-
manitarian coordinators
(HCs) or UN resident coordi-
nators and are accessed by
international and national
NGOs and UN agencies. Local
actors are involved in the
Advisory Board, which sup-
ports the HC in developing
the strategic vision of the
CBPF (but not in the deci-

As of 2023, 28% of national
NGOs were WLOs, which is
above the 25% minimum.
The CBPFs provided approxi-
mately US$88.9 million to lo-
cal WLOs in 2023 (UN OCHA,
2024). However, women'’s

[CBPFs]) 2023, USS1.11 billion | sion-making aver funding). L .
: ) organizations are not di-
was allocated toward | The Advisory Board isre- ; : .
: . : . rectly involved in the deci-
life-saving assistance | quired to have representa- ; ;
S : : sion-making of the CBPFs
for 34.5 million people | tives from three national though thev can be part of
(UN OCHA, 2024). NGOs, one of which must be gn they P
, L the Advisory Board.

awomen’s organization.

CBPFs have committed to

provide at least 25% of hu-

manitarian funding to local

and national responders. As
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Description

Level of Involvement of
Local Actors
(recipient, manager, etc.)

Local Women’s Organiza-
tions Specifically Involved?
(recipient, manager, etc.)

of 2023, USS338 million was
allocated to 344 local and
national partners, repre-
senting 39% of all funding
(UN OCHA, 2024).

UN Women’s
Peace and Hu-
manitarian Fund
[WPHF)

Createdin 2016, the
WPHF is a global
pooled fund that
supports local and
grassroots women’s
civil society leaders
and their organiza-
tions in conflict and
crisis settings
worldwide. In 2023,
WPHF provided over
USS45 million for lo-
cal women’s organi-
zations (WPHF,
20243, 2).

Since 2016, the WPHF has
supported 1,207 CSOs, 30%
of which are WROs or WLOs;
89% of its partners operate
at the local and subnational
levels. However, the in-
volvement of local actors in
decision-making is unclear;
while four civil society rep-
resentatives sit on the
Funding Board of the WPHF,
available documentation
does not specify whether
they need to be local or na-
tional organizations (WPHF,
2024b).

The WPHF works specifically
with WR0s and WLOs, so
such organizations are di-
rect recipients. Their in-
volvement in decision-mak-
ing, however, is unclear.

Disaster Re-
sponse Emer-
gency Fund
[DREF) of the
International
Federation of
Red Cross and
Red Crescent
Societies [IFRC)

First established in
1985, the IFRC-DREF
pooled fund is a fast
way to get funds spe-
cifically to IFRC na-
tional societies (IFRC,
2021).

82% of resources are allo-
cated directly to national
societies. The fund is avail-
able to all 191 national soci-
eties, which are considered
local actors (IFRC, 2026).

The specific focus is on na-
tional societies.

Save the Children

Launchedin 2021, the
Humanitarian Fund
aims to ensure fast
and efficient distribu-
tion of flexible money
for humanitarian re-

Resources are allocated to
country offices, regional of-
fices, national offices, and
members. Funds are then
passed to local and national
partners. As of 2022, over

WLOs received funds directly,
though specific data is not

Humanitarian sponses across the USS14.7 million, or 9.5% of ublicly available (Save the
Fund world. The pooled fund | all allocations, went to local pubiicty
o ; Children, 2022).
also supports anticipa-| and national partners
tory action and emer- | across all five regions (Save
gency preparedness the Children, 2022, 6]. In-
(Save the Children, volvement of local actors in
2022). decision-making is unclear.
Started in 2014, the
Start Fund includes a
global_Start Fund (the All decisions are made by
flagship fund) and na-
) members of the Start Net-
tional Start Funds. A
work. In 2023, the Start Fund
pooled fund, the Start : s
disbursed over £17.8 million . ! ,
Fund focuses on un- L There is no mention of women’s
Start Fund to a combination of local o
derfunded small to . . organizations.
; . andinternational NGOs
medium-scale crises, ; ;
. across its membership (Start
forecasts of impend-
. . . Network, 2023).
ing crises, and spikes
in chronic humanitar-
ian crises (Start Net-
work, 2026).
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Level of Involvement of Local Women’s Organiza-

Description Local Actors tions Specifically Involved?
(recipient, manager, etc.)  [recipient, manager, etc.)

In the Oversight Body, six out of
the ten members of the body

A global pooled fund | Uniquely, the fund is man- | @ré women from the Global

governed by localand | aged entirely by local and South.' Additionally, proposal
national civilsociety | national actors (IASC, 2024, | 'eview includes a gender lens
leaders [NEAR, 2026). | 31). The fund’s governance | @nd consideration of whether

NEAR Change The fund is open to Oversight Body, composed organizations are women-led
Fund NEAR members in 27 of local civil society leaders (IASC, 2024, 31).
priority countries. As | nominated and elected by Data on the number of women’s
of 2026, NEAR has their peers, is responsible organizations that receive di-
awarded 65 grantsin | for all strategic and grant- rect funds via this fund is cur-
24 countries. ' making decisions. rently unavailable as NEAR is in

the process of updating their
tracking mechanism.

Established in 2018,
this pooled fund re-
sponds to the health

UNFPA Humani- | and protection needs )
tarian Thematic | 0f women and young The fund engages in gender-

Fund for Repro- | PeOple in humanitarian| The fund is accessed only by | SPECIC Work—specifically, the
ductive Health, | crises. This fund helps | UNFPA country offices. health needs of women and
Safety, and country offices close young people. Women's organi-
Dignity in Crises | Critical funding gaps zations are not mentioned.
that are not met
through regular or bi-
lateral financing (UN-
FPA, 2026).

The GRF is a feminist
pooled fund that ) o
Global Resili- commits ta providing The QRF includes a decision-
ence Fund resources to girls and | Making panelof girlsand
(GRF) young feminists on young feminists (Global Resili-
the frontline of crisis | ence Fund, 2026].

response. (Global Re-
silience Fund, 2026).

The GRF funds groups led by
girls and young feminists re-
sponding to crises.

The review of external ERFs highlights both progress and persistent challenges in advancing direct
funding to local humanitarian actors, particularly through ERFs. While several international funding
modalities meet the core criteria of providing accessible, simplified funding to local actors, gaps
remain in achieving transformative practices, such as local leadership in decision-making and in-
tentional support for women’s organizations. The reliance on pooled funds continues to dominate
the sector, yet few ensure that local actors are equitably represented or have a voice in fund gov-
ernance. Furthermore, although some funds explicitly prioritize women-led organizations, the over-
allintegration of women’s organizations (inclusive of both women-led and women's rights organi-
zations) and gender-focused funding remain inconsistent across the various funds. These findings
underscaore the urgent need for systemic shifts to fulfil commitments to local actors and reinforce
their agency in humanitarian action.
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0XFAM’'S ERF JOURNEY

This chapter walks through Oxfam’s ERF journey over almost a decade, to ground the ERF Agility in
this history and to share which key learnings were incorporated into the present-day ERF Agility.

In line with the localization agenda, Oxfam has been experimenting with mechanisms to provide
quality funding to local actors. Since 2014, Oxfam has launched at least six ERF-type funding mech-
anisms accessible to local actors. Table 2 shows six such mechanisms, which altogether invested
USS16 million in 15 countries and worked with 50 local organizations. It is important to note that
none of the examples listed were direct funding to local actors. These funds were managed by a
secretariat, often with an advisory or a governance body and with Oxfam and local non-governmen-
tal organization (LNGO) staff providing oversight. These mechanisms were initially intended mainly
as capacity-strengthening opportunities for local actors to get direct funding.

Table 2: Oxfam ERF Predecessors

Fund Description

Disaster risk reduction-embedded Emergency
Response Fund (ERF)

2014-2025

USS4.3 million

Implemented in various countries involved in
the following projects:

- ACT (Asia Community Preparedness and
Transformation):

- APLIFT [Asia Pacific Local Innovation for
Transformation]: Philippines, Solomon Is-
lands, and Vanuatu

- ATECA [Early Action in Central America): El
Salvador, Guatemala, and Nicaragua

- CAMEL [Central America-Melanesia): El
Salvador, Guatemala, Solomon Islands,
and Vanuatu

This flexible funding mechanism prioritized small-
scale, under-the-radar, and fargotten emergencies
so Oxfam could respond to and mitigate the im-
pacts of disasters in communities and protect pro-
gram gains. This ERF was embedded in a multiyear
disaster risk reduction program and was accessed
by local NGOs through Oxfam country offices.

Financial Enablers Project (FEP)
March 2016-March 2018
USS1.92 million [€1.65 million]
Implemented in the Philippines

FEP was delivered by a consortium made up of
Oxfam, Christian Aid, and Tearfund in the Philip-
pines, targeting Start Network members. The pro-
ject tackled imbalances within the humanitarian
system by providing a consortium of national ac-
tors with flexible funds to develop their own self-
identified capacities.

Empowering Local and National Humanitarian
Actors (ELNHA)

18t Phase: January 2019-March 2019

2" Phase: April 2019-March 2021
USS8,589,472 (£7,343,603)

Implemented in Bangladesh and Uganda

The program had two direct funding mechanisms:
(1) the Humanitarian Capacity Development Fund
and (2) the Humanitarian Response Grant Facility.
Both mechanisms were designed to strengthen the
role of local actors in preparing for and responding
to emergencies.
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Fund Description

This fully locally led and managed fund adopts a
forecast-based-financing approach with anticipa-
tory and emergency response characteristics. To
address the vulnerability of Somalia’s predomi-
nantly rural population to recurring climatic
shocks, it uses a collaborative and community-in-
formed approach to gathering, sharing, and acting
on early-warning data. Oxfam manages donor
funds, supports consortium growth, and fosters lo-
calization by mentoring Somali NGOs and ensuring
transparent, compliant fund administration.

Nexus Anticipatory and Emergency Response
Fund

2020-present

Amount per activation is US$58,000-
USS84,000 (€50,000-80,000)

Implemented in Somalia

Feminist Local Humanitarian Leadership Rapid
Response Grant for WROs and Other Vulnera-
ble Groups in Asia

2021-present

Initial funds: USS11,600-USS17,500 (€10,000-
15,000) per country request

Implemented in the Philippines and Bangla-

This rapid-response grant mechanism aims to pro-
vide flexible and responsive small-grant funding for
local humanitarian actions and/or initiatives of
women'’s organizations, women-led collectives, in-
digenous wamen, women with disabilities, young
wamen'’s groups, and LGBTQI organizations in com-

desh munities.

This was part of the project “Strengthening Resili-
Kachin Emergency Response Mechanism ence in Preparedness and Emergency Response in
2019-2020 Rakhine and Kachin,” funded by European Civil Pro-
Grants of up to US$58,000 (£50,000) for a single ap- tection and Humanitarian Aid Operations (ECHO) and
plication/activation supported by multiple INGOs. It supported the rapid
Implemented in Myanmar disbursal of funds to local humanitarian actors in

Kachin, Myanmar, with the steering committee led
predominantly by national and local NGOs.

Oxfam has also started to develop special funding mechanisms explicitly for women and other un-
derrepresented groups (Table 3). Most Oxfam women’s rights partners, with a handful of exceptions,
do not deliver exclusively humanitarian interventions. In fact, part of their strategic difference and
strength is that they work with communities on their development priorities long before an emer-
gency response is required. Oxfam continues to use internal funds to keep these funding mecha-
nisms running while also ramping up its decolonization and feminist partnership efforts. Invest-
ments in this area are expected to grow, as this is part of Oxfam’s commitment to local leadership.
However, there is still a big gap when it comes to funding women’s organizations and other diverse
groups.

Some of the funding mechanisms mentioned in Table 3 are not necessarily for humanitarian re-
sponse but have been launched by Oxfam to support women'’s development and other LNGOs and
can provide possible entry into the humanitarian sector.

Table 3: Oxfam Funding Models Designed for Women and Diverse Groups

Special Humanitarian Funding for Women and Other Diverse Groups

Supporting Humanitarian Initiatives for The SHIFT Asia Humanitarian Action Fund envisions a
Feminist Transformation in Asia (SHIFT Asia)] humanitarian system where women’s organizations
Humanitarian Action Fund have the power, resources, and trust to lead re-
2025-present sponses before, during, and after crises. The Humani-

tarian Action Fund builds on more than three years of
Implemented primarily in Bangladesh, Indo- | learning and partnership through SHIFT Asia, a re-
nesia, Myanmar, and the Philippines, though| gionalinitiative supporting women’s humanitarian
other women’s organizations in the Asia re- | leadership in Asia. Unlike traditional emergency

gion may receive funds on a case-by-case | funds, the Humanitarian Action Fund recognizes that
basis wamen’s organizations work holistically across hu-
manitarian and development divides and funds activi-
The SHIFT Asia Humanitarian Fund functions| ties that are beyond the narrow confines of typical
as a multi-donor fund with a fluctuating pot| humanitarian action. Funding decisions are made by
of money. Organizations can request mi- women’s organizations and for women’s organiza-
crogrants (USS$1,000-USS$10,000) or tions.
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humanitarian action grants (USS$10,000-
USS20,000]).

Special Non-Humanitarian Funding for Women and Other Diverse Groups

Partnership Investment Fund

USS676,000 (£500,000) of flexible funding
available to organizations operating in the
Global South (increasing by £50,000 for two
following years)

April 2022-December 2025

Implemented in Nepal, Myanmar,

Yemen, Occupied Palestinian Territory and
Israel and the Southern African Cluster

This fund operated in a highly experimental space,
funding civil society organizations and activists that
were deemed “too political” in the Global South, that
work in contested spaces, or that would never, nor-
mally, meet donors’ due diligence requirements.
Oxfam country teams had complete decision-making
power to spend Partnership Investment Fund money
with civil society and activists in the Global South.

This is flexible funding for community organizations.

Women’s Rights Fund (WRF) The WRF provides grants to partners, organizational
December 2020-March 2024 development support, and funds to help organizations
USS27,000 per year for three years strengthen their capacity and address challenges

per organization they face in promoting women's rights. In 2025 the

WRF won the Overall Excellence Charity Award in the
Implemented in Occupied Palestinian Terri- | K. The first batch of funded organizations in Kenya
tories and Kenya and Palestine raised an average of US$70,000 per year
each, thanks to the fundraising advice they re-
ceived. Oxfam aims to roll out the WRF to 70 partners
across 10 countries by the year 2026.

The Women’s Rights Fund is dedicated to supporting
community-based women's rights organizations
through flexible, multiyear funding that allows them to

Women'’s Rights Fund in Kenya invest in their own priorities. The fund follows a femi-
June 2025-2027 nist and decolonial approach with the aim of shifting
Implemented in Kenya power and resources to partners, including country
USS200,000 for two years teams and grassroots women’s rights organizations. It

operates as a pooled fund, bringing in new partners
each year as resources become available, and will op-
erate exclusively in Kenya.

Evaluations have been conducted for several of these ERFs—specifically disaster risk reduction-
embedded ERFs, FEP, and ELNHA. These evaluations acknowledge the contribution these rapid
funds have made to local actors and note that they represent an important step toward promoting
quality funding that is readily accessible to local and national actors: “Funding mechanisms like
ERFs should not be the exception, but the norm” (Manlutac, 2021, 20). The original ERFs were em-
bedded in Oxfam’s disaster risk reduction flagship projects, implemented through the Central Amer-
ica and Melanesia (CAMEL), Asia Pacific Local Innovation for Transformation (ACT), and Early Actionin
Central America [ATECA] programs. The intention was to have standby funds ready for Oxfam country
teams who were working in disaster-prone areas so they could protect program gains and help
communities recover quickly. Overall results showed that from 2014 to 2025, ERF grants totaling
USS4.3 million supported 35 small-scale responses led by 25 local organizations in 10 countries,
disbursed through Oxfam country offices.

Overall, the evaluations also noted important key learnings, several of which have been incorpo-
rated into the ERF Agility:

e Local leadership: The ELNHA evaluation on the Humanitarian Capacity Development Fund
and the Humanitarian Response Grant Facility noted how the management of the funds
shifted over time. Initially international members managed the funds owing to a desire to
avoid any competitive dynamics between local actars, as well as a perception that interna-
tional actors are more transparent and neutral (as shared by local actors to the independ-
ent evaluators). Eventually, however, decisions were increasingly made by committees
composed of local and national NGOs (Oxfam, 2021). This shift was credited with improving
the timeliness of decision-making and for encouraging the meaningful participation of
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local actors in the process (0xfam, 2021). Research on the CAMEL, ACT, and ATECA programs
made strong recommendations that local actors take over the management of the fund.
Involvement of women’s organizations: Learning from ELNHA pointed out the need to pro-
mote the visibility and leadership of women leaders and called for creating a women'’s hu-
manitarian organization platform in Bangladesh, for instance, and supporting women'’s
leadership of a Charter for Change group in Uganda. However, in ELNHA women'’s organiza-
tions remained recipients of ERF grants rather than holding leadership positions. With
Oxfam’s DRR ERF project (CAMEL, ATECA, and ACT), direct funding for women’s organizations
was not a requirement; this led to a lack of funding for women’s organizations and was
identified as a major gap in the DRR ERF (Manlutac, 2021, 8).

Integrating a learning component: Past research noted the need for the ERF program to be
accompanied with a learning component. The failure to include a learning agenda and
learning exchange among grantees, to capture what worked and what did not in real time,
was perceived as a missed opportunity (Manlutac, 2021, 8).

True costs: These funding mechanisms show innovation in decision-making and tech-
niques in improving humanitarian response by local actors. It is important to note that ERF-
type funding models can only be successful and grow with multiyear, multicountry flexible
funding enabled by donors willing to experiment and support local leadership.

Oxfam’s role: With ELNHA, Oxfam took the lead on decision-making on ERF grants in the first
phase of the project (with supporting partners) and then transferred decisions from 0xfam
and partners to local committees composed of local NGOs in the second phase (Oxfam,
2021). For FEP, decision-making authority was held entirely by the local consortia. However,
according to an evaluation, more accompaniment and support of local consortia by the
project leads would have been helpful to ensure that learning was better directed. In 2025,
the ERF in Oxfam America’s DRR programs in Asia evolved to have local partners sitting side
by side with their Oxfam counterparts in the ERF Steering Committee, the highest decision-
making body of the program, which was responsible for fund allocation and response op-
tions.

Based on this review, the design of the ERF Agility has absorbed the learnings earned through years
of trying, testing, and trying again. The ERF Agility had four key features: (1) it was locally led and
managed; (2] it required the inclusion of women leaders in the decision-making process; (3) it was
designed with a spirit of innovation and experimentation; and (4] it incorporated a learning and in-
fluencing compaonent. Further details will be explored in the next chapter.
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CASE STUDY: SPOTLIGHT ON OXFAM'S
ERF AGILITY

This section walks through the structure of the ERF Agility. The ERF Agility marks an important shift
inthe emergency response fund mechanism within Oxfam. Each iteration of the ERF Agility
advances the evolution of how best to put the design and management of fund processes in the
hands of consortia of local actors in their respective countries (Table 4). In this madel, funds are
directed in advance of emergencies to credible networks of local and national-level NGOs and
actors. The first phase of the ERF Agility in 2021 was designed by Oxfam America in consultation
with partners. By the second phase in 2023, the updated design of the ERF Agility was done jointly
by Oxfam with country offices and local consortia from Bangladesh, Puerto Rico, and Uganda. At the
country level, when it comes to grant management, Oxfam provides advice and support only when
invited by local consortia but has no voting power in funding allocations during humanitarian
response. Decision-making was fully carried out by local consortia. The process was a learning
experience for both Oxfam and local actors, with both sides evolving in their understanding of and
willingness to share or cede decision-making power.

Table 4: Evolution of Oxfam’s Regular ERF to ERF Agility Funding Model

Flagshipfor  ERT N DRR .. )
CAMEL. APLIFT Flagship ACT  ERF Agility Phase 1  ERF Agility Phase 2
‘ ‘ and ATECA
and ATECA
Feature 2014-2020 2021-2026 2021-2023 2023-2025
Local ac- Funds passed | Funds passed Funds passed Funds passed
tors who through Oxfam | through Oxfam through Oxfam through Oxfam
partnered country offices | country offices | country officesand | country offices and
with Oxfam and were ac- and were de- | were designedtobe | were co-designed
under the cessible to signed to be accessible to local | with local actors and
ERF Oxfam partners | accessibleto | actors; once funds | accessible to local
local actors were in country of- actors
fices, responses
were designed by
local actors
Application Pre-vetted Pre-vetted Pre-vetted Pre-vetted
process
In Uganda, this pre-
vetting was ex-
panded to other
LNGOs that part-
nered with a pre-
vetted LNGO mem-
ber
Length of 3-6 months 3-6 months 3-6 months 3-6 months
response
For anticipa-
tory actions,
funds could be
prepositioned
for one year
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The following sections show the journey of the ERF Agility model covering two phases of its

implementation, from March 2021 to December 2025. Embedded throughout is attention to women'’s

organizations and the role they played in the ERF Agility. This part is divided into five subsections:
» First, we cover the logistics of the ERF Agility, and the type of emergencies that were

responded to.

Second, we describe the structure of the ERF Agility’s consortia in relation to WROs and the

context of where it operates.

Third, we unpack the engagement structure of the ERF Agility.

Fourth, we lay out the grant management by local actors.

Fifth, we review Oxfam’s role in the ERF Agility and how it changed over time.

VVV 'V

LOGISTICS AND EMERGENCY TYPOLOGIES

CHALLENGES IN DIRECT FUND TRANSFER TO LNGOS

The initial intention of the ERF Agility was to ensure that consortia members would receive funds
directly, to be in line with the LHL commitments to direct and quality funding. However, Oxfam
discovered that transferring funds directly involved steep challenges, and as such the ERF Agility
funds could not be direct but rather passed through Oxfam country offices to the consortia.

The challenges stem largely from due diligence and compliance requirements designed for large
Western organizations. LNGOs were required to undergo extensive vetting processes, even for
small amounts of funds; secure government permits; and establish foreign-currency bank
accounts—often incurring high tax, banking, and administrative costs. Access to these systems
typically depends on long-standing compliance records and fiduciary standards modeled on
Western practices. While intended to protect donor funds, these compliance-heavy processes
place a disproportionate burden on local actors, who often receive few funds for which they must
divert time and resources away from responding to community needs.

Case 1: Oxfam affiliate attempted to transfer funds directly to an LNGO

When an Oxfam affiliated tried to transfer funds directly, the executive director of the
LNGO send the following email reply:

Sorry for amounts smaller than S50,000, if you channel it directly to us, we will have to
take NGO government approval, hire an external auditor, pay various taxes and meet
other compliances for the utilization of this funding. It will be too costly and time con-
suming for us. Best if you send it via your Oxfam country office and they can then trans-
fer to us.

Case 2: One LNGO pitched directly to US-based donors

When an LNGO pitched directly to US-based donors, a few donors wanted to donate. An
Oxfam fundraiser sent the following email:

We have three donors very much impressed with Mr. Z's presentation. They want to
send money to his organization. However, upon checking, your local partner in Uganda
does not have 501c3 certificate so our donors cannot donate to them directly.

Oxfam and the three local consortia in Bangladesh, Puerto Rico, and Uganda are still trying to work
out various ways to get direct funding to LNGOs. All these regulations help protect against fraud
and aid diversion, but they also perpetuate a system that excludes LNGOs and that cannot and
maybe should not need to mimic the accountability systems of INGOs or UN agencies. This is
compounded by another threat. In other parts of the waorld, extraordinary legislation is reducing
civil saciety spaces by subjecting LNGOs to lengthy and costly bureaucratic processes and
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imposing heavy regulations and taxes on funding and donations received. This is an area that will
need collective solutions from the humanitarian sector.

TYPOLOGY OF ERF AGILITY-SUPPORTED RESPONSES

The ERF Agility looked at different typologies of emergencies and contexts. Bangladesh experienced
natural hazards such as cyclones and flooding. Puerto Rico was responding to GBV and a chronic
slow-onset disaster from an energy and debt crisis. And Uganda, a country hosting one of the
world’s largest refugee populations, presented issues related to and faced by refugees, such as
mudslides, an Ebola outbreak, and engagement with host communities, some of whom were also
internally displaced. The ERF Agility was also able to respond to under-the-radar emergencies,
complementing other humanitarian responses. As said by one respondent from a local NGO in
Uganda, "The State response system has many limitations in relation to direct support for
communities, especially those from far-flung areas. So this is where we can augment those gaps
with the ERF funding and process.” This localized decision-making approach underscores how ERF
allows communities to shape responses based on their realities. Table 5 provides a brief description
of the ERF Agility structure in the three geographies.

Table 5: Two Cycles of ERF Agility Implemented in Bangladesh, Puerto Rico, and Uganda

Structural Feature 2021-2023 2023-2025
Response funds

USS50,000 UsSS45,000
(for each context)
e Bangladesh: none e Bangladesh: 7%
Indirect cost recovery rate e Puerto Rico: 15% e PuertoRico: 14%
e Uganda: 7% e Uganda: 12.5%
Estimated at USS10,000 per country
Learning funds USS13,000 provided by Oxfam country offices as
counterpart

Estimated at USS20,000 per
Institutional strengthening | country provided by Oxfam country USS10,000
offices with other grants

USS5,000 (except Bangladesh, which
preferred direct technical support

Planning grant to prepare N/A - idea surfaced in the second instead of cash): and coaching

pitch to donors cycle in the ERF Agility support from Oxfam fundraisers and
donors
Total households: 2,447 Total households: 2,050
e Bangladesh: 500 e Bangladesh: 350
Households reached e Puerto Rico: 747 « Puerto Rico: 700
¢ Uganda: 1,200 ¢ Uganda: 1,000
¢ Bangladesh: Oxfam staff time
¢ Puerto Rico: Coardinadora Paz
para las Mujeres [CPM) received
an additional USS39,000 grant
from Oxfam to conduct energy
audits in preparation for the )
installation of solar panels Uxfam staff time

Augmentation of resources with ERF Agility funding

¢ Uganda: Western Uganda
Humanitarian Platform (WUHP)
received a USS20,000
humanitarian capacity-
strengthening package from
Oxfam
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Although it is not expected that all local actors will use a consortium!® approach to implement ERFs,
all three ERF Agility pilot countries decided to do so. All are also embedded in larger local and/or
national humanitarian platforms:

e Bangladesh: The Kurigram Consortium was embedded in the National Alliance of Humanitar-
ian Actors, Bangladesh (NAHAB) and was active in clusters and other national-level human-
itarian convenings with assistance from the Oxfam country office. NAHAB became the unof-
ficial sounding board and satellite learning platform for the consortium. In the first run of
the ERF in Kurigram, two senior officials from NAHAB reviewed project proposals and pro-
vided valuable input for improvement. Two women'’s organizations were also embedded in
the Bangladesh Women's Humanitarian Platform and were able to share their experience
through the ERF Agility for further learning.

e Puerto Rico: The members of the 40-strong Coordinadora Paz para las Mujeres (CPM] coali-
tion were not emergency responders. They used an initial capacity mapping to come up
with guidelines and report templates, and they worked with the Puerto Rico disaster com-
mittee to improve their overall capacity in humanitarian response. CPM expanded its part-
nership with DRR agencies to increase its capacity and reach for humanitarian work. By the
second cycle of the ERF Agility, they were prepositioning goods, supplies, and services and
identifying staging areas among their partner halfway houses for a turnkey solution during
hurricane season.

e Uganda: The Uganda Consortium had the backing of the Western Uganda Humanitarian
Platform (WUHP) and benefited from additional expertise and network support, which
helped elevate their credibility. They built on lessons learned from ELNHA, a predecessor
program championing local humanitarian leadership. WUHP looked at the Humanitarian Re-
sponse Grant Facility ([HRGF), a response facility of ELNHA, and other ERF-type models from
other countries, such as the Humanitarian Response Consortium in the Philippines, before
developing their own triggers, response protocols, and criteria for selecting local organiza-
tions to apply for response grants. Their strong relationship with the Office of the Prime
Minister helped them mobilize support for their refugee-focused responses.

WOMEN'S ORGANIZATIONS IN THE ERF AGILITY

All the lead organizations of the three consortia in the ERF Agility are legally registered in their
countries and have a mandate to operate in their municipalities or districts, but only a few, often
only the consortium lead, have national reach (see Table 6).¢ Bath Oxfam and local partners
deemed it important to include an organization with a national focus during the design stage to
help set networks and systems in place. At least one local NGO in each country’s consortium is part
of that country’s national-level Charter for Change convenings. All consortium leads were vetted
and assessed by Oxfam via partnership assessments and could receive money transfers from over-
seas or had existing partnerships with country donors or institutions. They all also had the trust of
their communities.

Out of the 28 organizations involved, 15 were women'’s organizations. Most of these women’s
organizations, or 53.5% across the three consortia, would not describe themselves as humanitarian
organizations. Rather, they were development-focused organizations that provided humanitarian
support to their communities after undergoing humanitarian training and support from Oxfam and
other agencies. They had to strengthen their capacities in this sector through training, job
shadowing, and exposure to humanitarian work with other members of the consortium and with
Oxfam.

In Bangladesh, the initial participation of women'’s organizations was fraught with challenges. The
ERF Agility started there in 2021 in an isolated community that was unused to women’s
arganizations doing needs assessments and distributing aid. Some community members resisted
and questioned the beneficiary selection process. Oxfam country offices and other local partners
rolled out joint workshops with women'’s organizations to show solidarity and trust, as well as to
highlight the visibility and value add of waomen leaders. This process helped shift people’s mindsets
toward accepting women'’s leadership. Making women’s leadership a core requirement in the ERF
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Agility sent a clear signal that this was an organizational priority for Oxfam and its partners and that
both would only partner with communities aligned with this principle or willing to shift to support
this goal. Engaging with local platforms such as the Bangladesh Women’s Humanitarian Platform or
a strong women'’s activist umbrella group like CPM in Puerto Rico to gain their power and support
helped even more to ensure acceptance from communities.

The ERF Agility has driven a meaningful shift in how women’s organizations are perceived and
engaged with at the consortium level and in their wider communities. The ERF structure directly
embedded women’s organizations in steering committees across all three ERFs. Over four years,
their contributions have been widely recognized by consortia and local authorities: from reducing
harmful coping strategies such as child marriage in Uganda, to maintaining critical services for
survivors of GBY in Puerto Rico, to advancing women’s leadership in deeply patriarchal communities
in Bangladesh. With women'’s organizations comprising 53% of participating local NGOs, the ERF
Agility demonstrates the impact of intentionally shifting power and leadership to those closest to
affected communities.

Table 6: The ERF Agility Consortia and Their Wider Platforms

Indicative Size of Local

. o Organizations
National or Local Women'’s Organization (Small: 7-13: Medium

ey Humanitarian Platform Representation 14-25; Large: 26 and

up)

National Alliance of

e Kurigram Consortium: 2 out of 3 Small: 0
Humanitarian Actors N ;
Bangladesh member organizations are Medium: 2
Bangladesh [NAHAB) women’s organizations Large: 1
65 members in 2023 9 ge:
Puerto Rico las Mujeres (CPM): 40 9 Medium: 8

received ERF funds) are

members in 2021 , L Large: 2
women’s organizations
Western Uganda Uganda ERF Consortium: 3 out Small: 5
Uganda Humanitarian Platform of 15 members are women’s Medium: 8
(WUHPJ: 56 members organizations Large: 2

Small local organizations in the ERF Agility had between 7 and 13 staff members, with an annual in-
come of between US$20,000 and USS$50,000. Most organizations were medium-sized, with staff of
14-25 people and annualincome of US$75,000-USS122,000. A few larger organizations had annual
income of US$723,000-USS1.9 million, and one local arganization had a staff of 187. The Bangla-
desh and Uganda consortia were both working at subnational levels and were geographically lo-
cated outside capital cities or in under-resourced but chronically disaster-affected local communi-
ties. CPM’s headguarters was in San Juan, the capital of Puerto Rico, but had members spread out
all over the territory, especially on hard-to-reach islands.

There is also strength in numbers. The Uganda ERF consortium had 15 members spread across a
large geography, which allowed them to be physically present in any given area in their chosen dis-
trict. The situation with CPM, which had 40 members, was similar. Although there were only three
organizations in the Kurigram consortium, together they had approximately 243 staff members, plus
access to a pool of volunteers, enabling them able to cover a wide geographical area in times of hu-
manitarian crisis.

In parallel, all three consortia invested in local coordination platforms and coordinated with other
local NGOs and community-based organizations in the area to avoid duplication. One consortium
leader pointed to the need for collaboration—including with international actors—especially when
dealing with the impacts of chronic disasters such as climate change, which is shortening the cy-
cles of disasters, leaving people with no time to recover or rebuild. According to the leader, this can
cause stress and fatigue for small organizations, which are constantly responding to disasters, es-
pecially if they do not have the needed support, both emotional and financial, to respond.
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IMPLEMENTATION OF THE ERF AGILITY

The structure of the ERF followed three engagement pathways (shown in Figure 8), all structured to
ensure that the ERF was as locally managed and informed as possible.

Figure 6: ERF Agility Engagement and Interaction Pathways

Between Oxfam and
local NGO consortium
members

Between local NGO
consortium members

Between local NGO
consortia and their
communities

Between Oxfam and local NGO consortium members: Oxfam selected the initial countries where the
ERF would be piloted. Once that decision was made, local actors were responsible for decision-
making, according to 100% of respondents for this research. Oxfam did not vote in any decisions.
Such decisions included the criteria for selecting which local NGOs could access the ERF funds,
what type of disasters to respond to, and when. Local consortia also decided on their influencing
and advocacy plans and who they wanted to join them as they lobbied for their causes. Other deci-
sions focused on the governance of the ERF Agility, such as rotations of leadership and ways of en-
suring that women leaders were prioritized and supported to participate in decision-making.

Between local NGO consortium members: The second level of engagement was among consaortium
members. A clear majority—95%—of respondents said they were pleased with the collaborative and
collegial way the consortium was making decisions. Each consortium had a steering committee
that included a women'’s organization as a key decision-maker. Emphasis was put on organically
developing the partnership and process, and local actors came up with their own rules, protocols,
and “culture.” One challenge mentioned by research respondents, however, was that meetings
added to their senior managers’ already busy calendars, and the staff time was not recovered fi-
nancially during the pilot run.

In Bangladesh and Uganda, regular communications and rotational hosting of meetings made for a
more equal culture of power sharing and learning. Meeting minutes were taken, and agreements
were documented and shared among cansortium members with agreed timetables to promote
transparency and accountability. As a good practice, highlights of key decisions were shared with
Oxfam and, where relevant, with local authorities and humanitarian platforms in the respective
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country. The Puerto Rico consortium called for members to meet to collectively decide on the ERF
design and protocols.

Between local NGO consortia and their communities: The third level of engagement was between
the local consartia and their communities. This is the engagement pathway where we see a signifi-
cant change from other examples of ERFs in the form of rapid, direct community consultations and
the mechanism’s ability to be flexible and nimble. Since many of the organizations were perma-
nently based inside the communities where they work, joint decision-making and consultations
were possible. When hurricanes brought power outages to Puerto Rico, instead of traditional relief
goods, halfway houses requested support for solar power installation to keep their shelters and
their services running. CPM was able to pivot quickly and repurpose funds intended for other relief
items toward this request. Decisions can be as small as switching food packs into family units or
distributing food on a per-refugee-cluster basis. In an internally displaced persons camp in Kasese,
Uganda, it was initially agreed that one local NGO would provide individual family food packs, but af-
ter discussions with the families, the camp leaders realized it would be more effective to give bulk
food items that families could manage collectively. The local NGO contacted its local supplier to ad-
just the purchase order, and this was allowed under the ERF structure without a burdensome ap-
proval process from any headquarters.

Local consortia could also easily call for a meeting of concerned communities and discuss options
for the response. A Ugandan NGO head said, "Community members were making decisions with us.
We can change intervention areas, change approaches, and make decisions quickly in real time
online and offline without calling anyone from some headquarter somewhere.” Members of the local
consortium said this allowed them to be nimble, flexible, and cost-effective.

In Bangladesh, the Kurigram consortium’s decision to hold off on releasing cash grants during a
flash flood was done based on consultations with community leaders and local authorities, who
said there were still enough resources coming from other organizations. Only when these resources
were depleted were the ERF Agility funds distributed, and they were used more effectively, as
shawn by the consortium’s post-distribution survey. A local actor from Bangladesh said the need
for speed must be weighed against other factors, such as whether sufficient actors or adequate
resources were already being directed to the emergency, considering that the ERF had to be mind-
ful of where to invest its energy:

Kurigram is flood prone, and we discussed our planned response with Union Parishad and
administrator. In the end, we did not respond right away as people still had resources. This
is local-level decision-making process. At that time, speed was not the most important cri-
terig but the timing of the release of aid can be most useful after we consulted local lead-
ers, especially on targeting beneficiaries.

The Kurigram consortium’s decision was a challenging one as the pressure to respond quickly is pri-
oritized in humanitarian emergencies. However, responding quickly is not always the best way for-
ward nor the maost effective use of funds. Allowing for this nuance and care is a benefit of a locally
led ERF, which was able to quickly tap into information on the ground to make decisions. The con-
stant two-way communications with those most impacted meant that most of the interventions
were used well, since they were truly addressing the needs of the community and not engaging in
some predetermined response, as often happens in large traditional INGO-led responses.

GRANT MANAGEMENT BY LOCAL ACTORS

Due to the structure of international aid, which directs large amounts of funds through intermediar-
ies, most of the fundraising and grant management has been the domain of INGOs. This is true for
Oxfam too. Prior to World Humanitarian Summit of 2016, the traditional set-up was for Oxfam to bid
and compete for big institutions and philanthropic funding or use its public appeal channels to get
funds and then cascade the funds to its local partners. Most of the back-end activities designed to
meet compliance requirements—putting together project/program proposals, contracting, writing
reports, and managing finances, including absorption of profits and disallowances—have fallen on
Oxfam or other INGOs. This practice has led to decades of gaps in grant management and resource
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mobilization capacities for local organizations, especially for smaller and medium-scale ones, like
the ones participating in ELNHA and the ERF Agility programs.

Countries were selected for the ERF Agility based on several criteria, including their experience with
long-term DRR and humanitarian programs delivered with partners and the presence of Oxfam staff
championing decolonization of aid and LHL. All pilot Oxfam offices in Bangladesh, Puerto Rico, and
Uganda had multiyear humanitarian programs and already supported the establishment of local hu-
manitarian platforms. Bangladesh and Uganda were both part of the predecessor ELNHA programs,
while Puerto Rico had various resilience programs and multiyear grant support for CPM’s organiza-
tional capacity and its development programs. A parallel learning fund was provided for all 3 con-
sortia.

In an ideal world, the ERF Agility funds would be used in their entirety to fund humanitarian re-
sponses. However, the pilot revealed it was not possible to do so, especially with small and me-
dium-sized organizations. They need to cost-recover their coordinator, who may not necessarily be
working full-time on the ERF Agility. In times when there were capacity gaps, they also needed to
dip into this funding for capacity strengthening. In addition, the increasing frequency, scale, and
types of risks meant that local responders needed to continuously be trained or scale up their re-
sponse capacities and resource base. This required the injection of other organizational develop-
ment resources, especially during the initial years of setting up the funding model.

Table 7: Budgeting for the ERF Agility

Feature Bangladesh Puerto Rico Uganda

Who is eligible Members of the Kurigram Members of the CPM

to apply for ° hung ortt Members of the WUHP
consartium organization

funds?

Size of A single applicant

potential can apply for a grant

Funding limits vary

grants between US$10,000and | The limit is a maximum of g;g?&%ego%w'ooo
USS15,000 per USS5,000 in-kind and/or Anplicants apolvin
organization, based on disbursed funds per PP bptying
o ; as a consortium can
existing pooled funds per | applicant.
car apply for a grant of
year. between US$2,000
and US$S6,000.
Lengtﬁ of « ForWindow 1 (preparedness and/or anticipatory action): 2 weeks
decision-

o + ForWindow 2 (response): 72 hours
making time

Table 7 shows the basic elements of budgeting for the ERF Agility in the three countries. The follow-
ing subsections will cover the granular details involved in making the ERF Agility come to life. The
sections will cover the learning that needed to happen to get the ERF Agility underway (section 3.1,
discuss cost-efficiencies (section 3.2), describe how the consortia were accountable to partners
and cammunities and how they communicated with them (section 3.3), unpack the challenges
around risk management (section 3.4), and describe how ICR was disbursed [section 3.5).

A STEEP LEARNING CURVE BUT WITH GOOD OPPORTUNITIES

During the interview process conducted for this evaluative research, the majority of the members of
the three consortia emphasized the need to strengthen their ability to improve grant management,
especially in terms of balancing efficiency and speed when working in a consortium with local or-
ganizations that have very small budgets and cannot afford to pre-finance or use their reserves to
fund activities before a new tranche of funding comes in. This is also where provision of ICR and
otherinstitutional funding support are most critical.

Another challenge was the grant management system itself. Although most of these local NGOs had
their own financial management system, most did not have a specific online grant management
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tool that could easily process multiple grants online, such as the Oxfam or ECHO Web-managed
grant system. This is an area that will need support and could benefit from artificial intelligence (Al
or machine learning to reduce the workload on grant managers.

On the positive side, local consortia had more fluid engagement with applicants to the ERF funds.
The screening committee could review proposals, easily vet the proponents, and provide quick
feedback forimprovement or even for further learning. “We reviewed their proposal and told them
why we will not be able to proceed with granting them funds at this time, but we gave them pointers
to improve and to also align with another local NGO to augment their capacities,” explained a steer-
ing committee member. This feedback is something that bigger donors often do not have time to do.
Close supervision and accompaniment, along with local knowledge, improve effectiveness, includ-
ing that of new actors. Organizations are invited to apply, and they then receive feedback and ad-
vice from organizations that know the local context and can advise on value for money, as well as
on otherissues.

COST EFFICIENCY

A key concern around Oxfam'’s ERF Agility modelis the cost efficiency of humanitarian responses,
especially compared with INGOs. While the research did not do this comparative analysis, findings
suggest that locally led humanitarian responses are effective in aid delivery, despite some of the
unexpected core costs of grant management for the consortia members. These findings are based
onthe perceptions of the local actors who participated in the ERF Agility.

Local actors in the ERF Agility believed that the locally led approach was more cost-effective, even
though this study cannot corroborate this belief with a per-dollar cost analysis. Oxfam tends to
share this assumption.

Local organizations typically have lower operational costs compared with international NGOs. For
example, if Oxfam had had no partners and had to set up an operations center in Kurigram,
Bangladesh, to respond to flooding, it would have had to conduct a quick needs assessment, find
and rent a space, recruit responders or send its own staff from the country in question or even
abroad, and do a host of other tasks before even starting the response. Conducting transactions
predominantly in local currency has advantages overpaying international staff and suppliers with
different currencies, which can be subject to currency fluctuations and bank charges. Cost
efficiencies were realized in other areas of the humanitarian value chain, particularly concerning
the "how" of aid delivery. For example, according to one executive director of a local NGO
interviewed for this research, deploying a single expatriate staff member to tackle an issue may be
less effective than using local expertise available through existing humanitarian platforms, which
can often lead to faster, more cost-effective, and contextually appropriate solutions. Funds can be
directed more effectively to immediate needs rather than being spent on logistics, security, global
insurance, salaries, and travel for international staff.

Additionally, as observed by an Oxfam staff member, local procurement practices caontribute to cost
savings, especially if standby resources are already in place for a turnkey solution. For example, a
framework agreement with suppliers can be combined with the establishment of localized staging
areas to mount a response especially to service hard-to-reach communities. Lacal actors involved
in the ERF Agility initiative have successfully leveraged additional resources, including community
assets, structures, and networks, to enhance and scale up their responses effectively. Research
respondents also highlighted the importance of social capital and local knowledge in navigating
community structures and power dynamics, which can lead to cost savings in mobilization efforts.
Rapid decision-making that aligns with local rnythms and is tailored to specific community needs
has effectively mitigated negative coping strategies, resulting in significant cost savings.

It is essential to canduct a per-dollar cost analysis, and this is a high-priority subject for future
research. Additionally, it would be valuable to examine the speed of recovery in future scenarios
where responses are executed locally.

Phase 1 of the ERF Agility focused mostly on direct costs, with limited renumeration for staff and

transportation for non-humanitarian-related activities,!” according to research respondents.
Feedback from local actors led to several improvements in phase 2: an agreement on ICR rates with
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the three local consortia, additional funding for the ERF coordinator, funding for learning, and an
offer for leadership development sponsorship and webinars on grant management. In Uganda, the
ERF funds were distributed to various organizations in amounts ranging from USS$3,000 to USS5,000.
Grant management was quite a heavy burden on the consortium lead, and the ERF model needed to
factor these as core costs—at times even beyond the provision of an ICR, especially for a small
organization. While most INGOs will be able to absorb the management costs from their ICRs, this
becomes problematic when ICRs are too small. Hence the local consortia members interviewed for
this research recommended that the amount per grant be increased to USS10,000.

ACCOUNTABILITY, COMMUNICATION, AND COMPLIANCE

The ERF Agility reduced the administrative burden by simplifying contract management, minimizing
duplicate compliance and reporting requirements, and designating a lead organization as the single
point of contact. These measures are aligned with international standards, including the Core
Humanitarian Standard (CHSJ,*® while enabling mutual accountability through regular feedback
between local actors and Oxfam. Consortia also used flexible, context-appropriate accountability
methaods, including alternative verification approaches when standard documentation was not
feasible, to ensure transparency and prevent fraud.

A strong emphasis was placed on community accountability. Communities raise challenges when
they do not receive what was promised. Community perspectives underscored a significant level of
trust in local actors, often rooted in those actors’ contextual understanding and accessibility. Local
actors’ proximity and contextual knowledge enabled rapid feedback, high trust, and quick
responses, often within the same day, to community concerns. Better community knowledge
helped identify false claims quickly. An LNGO in Bangladesh quickly flagged and corrected a scam
involving fake beneficiary list payments.

Apart from this, the ERF Agility consortia were also sharing their reports with their wider consortia
and local authorities for feedback, to mobilize additional resources, and for all-around
accountability. For instance, the Uganda and Puerto Rico consortia set up a chat group to inform,
collaborate, crowdsource ideas and solutions, and stay connected. In Bangladesh, post-
distribution surveys and real-time reviews were done to share community perspectives on the
quality of the response. CPM hired an external consultant to do confidential interviews and check-
ins with women in shelters to assess the quality of support provided by the ERF Agility pilot. The
Uganda local consortium underwent a series of monitoring, learning, evaluation, and accountability
training with Oxfam, since they identified this as an area for needed improvement before coming up
with their own monitoring tools and templates.

Across all pilot locations, feedback highlighted the speed, relevance, and cost-effectiveness of
locally led responses, with all assistance used as intended. However, a consistent limitation, as
shown in the external evaluations done in Bangladesh and Uganda, was the scale of coverage,
which remained small compared with the level of need. This limited coverage caused some
disappointment in and pressure on the LNGOs delivering responses to their communities. Again, this
reflects the inadequate availability of resources in the hands of local actors, who could expand
their scale with additional funds.

RISK MANAGEMENT AND RISK SHARING

In discussing risks, 90% of local actors mentioned the welfare of beneficiaries and the security of
the goods or services being pravided. The discussion centered on each member’s responsibility to
implement the work plan and do proper accountability. Based on the data, 12 out of the 16 local
NGOs interviewed for this research did not even mention staff welfare and security. When asked
what potential risks staff may face, local actors named the following:

e |t can be difficult to find safe and proper accommodation for staff.

e Staff may be stranded on bad and insecure roads, and they do not have access to satellite
phones if the signal on their mobile phones does not work.
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e Incontrast with their INGO counterparts, most local organizations in the ERF Agility are
unable to provide medical and life insurance to their staff.

e Staff face job insecurity and the need to wait and work from project to project.

e Although staff deal with people who chronically suffer disasters, they lack access to
mental health and psychological services. Unlike international responders, they do not
have rest and recreation (R & R) built into their contracts.

Furthermare, the State of the Frontline Workforce report in 2024 showed that staff in local
organizations often face the most significant risks, yet less than 50% of them have access to
evacuation plans, accident insurance, security infrastructure, or risk-monitoring resources
(Greenaway et al., 2024). The report highlighted that short-term employment dominates, with 47%
of local frontline workers on contracts shorter than a year; a further 19% have no formal contract at
all. This job insecurity is @ major cause of stress and often negatively impacts the mental health of
local responders. In 2025, frontline humanitarian workers faced the deadliest period on record,
characterized by a collapse in protection, record-high casualties, immense operational constraints,
and extreme exhaustion and burnout, with many living and working in the same war zones from
which they recently fled (Protect Humanitarians, 2025).

This situation is reflected in interviews with the ERF Agility respondents. The executive director of a
Ugandan organization said:

We are often so excited and passionate in helping our communities that often we run on
adrenaline and do not think much about possible danger and hazards to ourselves while we
respond to emergencies. It can also be draining physically, mentally, and psychologically.
We should really start thinking of a more humane risk management that includes the
welfare of people delivering aid, especially those on the ground.

Connected to thisissue of risk is managing beneficiary bias and conflicts of interest. Local
consortia promote impartiality and avoid conflict of interest by using transparent criteria for
beneficiary selection and by involving communities in decision-making processes. There is also a
complaint and feedback mechanism that is inclusive and accessible to all—by focus group
discussion, confidential complaint boxes and hotlines, and even externally administered surveys.
One respondent explained that most complaints relate to beneficiaries not receiving benefits,
which the consortium resolves by checking criteria and referring cases to the response lead; cases
are typically resolved within minutes or hours rather than days. One respondent from a WRO added
that they have a dedicated complaint mechanism, with mobile numbers for safeguarding and
gender focal persons, and emphasized that the system is available for community members to
report complaints or information about GBV.

RETHINKING FUNDING AND ICRS

Local actors were given the flexibility to propose their ICR rates in the ERF Agility pilot. Oxfam did not
prescribe an ICR range. During the first cycle, there were varying agreements regarding ICR, with one
consortium not receiving ICR, while others received 7%-15%. Even Oxfam does not have an agreed
confederation-wide policy on ICR, which can sometimes cause tensions on the ground. During the
second cycle, Oxfam and partners agreed on a minimum rate of 7% ICR to partners for all the local
consortia.

Implementation of the ERF Agility revealed a systemic lack of core funding and reserve funds to
keep these small-scale organizations operating at their full capacity and with financial stability.
Years of subcontracting work on a project-to-project basis have left these organizations unable to
build their systems and organizational structures. Some compensated for the lack of funds by get-
ting community volunteers. Although this approach points to good engagement from the commu-
nity, if it is carried out because of a lack of choice due to shoestring budgets, it may be an ineffi-
cient stop-gap solution that could backfire and create risks for local organizations in the long run.

For ERFs to be sustainable, more resources are needed for the required staff time. One senior staff
member from Oxfam noted:
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If you want partners to do quality response and sustain their organization so they continue
to grow and improve, you need to give quality and flexible funds. We need to really frame it
in a way that it will not backfire on local actors. Because some of these partners—espe-
cially when they were so excited to be part of the ERF because they were making deci-
sions—some of them were volunteering their time or charging some of the expenses into
another project. If you want quality response, everything needs to be costed, otherwise
you'll cut corners somewhere, and then the response will suffer.

A consortium member from Bangladesh emphasized the importance of strengthening women's
leadership and capacity but acknowledged the challenges that arose with the lack of core funding
for smaller organizations to help them pay for internet costs, meetings, and other visibility activi-
ties. This was a gap in the ERF Agility, which should have set aside funding to help WR0Os gain equi-
table access to humanitarian spaces and resources.

OXFAM'S ROLE

The ERF Agility was partly an application of Oxfam’s LHL commitments, and Oxfam’s main role in the
ERF Agility was to champion LHL—specifically the idea of putting power and money in the hands of
local actors—and to rally internal and external peers to the idea. This was not an easy task, as this
research had shown. This approach raised major fears about and barriers to localization and LHL,
even within Oxfam. These included the fear that Oxfam personnel would face redundancy; a lack of
trustin local expertise, especially in large-scale and complex humanitarian responses; and at
times, Oxfam’s own inability to communicate this majar organizational shift effectively to donors
and supporters, as a few donors told Oxfam recently. One donor thought Oxfam was shutting
operations and would shift humanitarian work to LNGOs, which is not the case. Oxfam will continue
to work in the humanitarian sector, albeit with varying roles.

Figure 7: Roles for Oxfam in ERF-type Funding Models

ROLE MODEL FOR POWER SHIFTS FUNDRAISER AND BROKER

Source: Adapted from Peace Direct’s Framework of Intermediary Roles [Peace Direct, 2023). Infographic designed by Diana de

Oxfam should be a role model in signaling to others
the power of local action and the importance of local
partners managing funds directly.

CAPACITY STRENGTHENING PARTNER

Oxfam can help reimagine capacity strengthening by
identifying new approaches, platforms, and methods
of complementarity in expertise between local and
international actors.

LEARNING PARTNER

Oxfam can provide foundational support by helping
local actors strengthen their monitoring, evaluation,
accountability, and learning (MEAL) systems and
making this an organizational priority across all three
geographies.

Leon

Local actors need more funds to strengthen systems
and to level up their grantmaking and management
skills. Oxfam can raise funds and broker
relationships between local actors and donors.

ACCOMPANIMENT PARTNER

Partner-led approaches do not mean that Oxfam
transfers the money and all the risks and
responsibilities to partners; rather, it means that Oxfam
is a thoughtful partner who accompanies them in their

journey.

GUARANTOR

Many daonors will not be able to provide direct
aversight and accountability support. Oxfam can
provide this support to ensure accountability for the
funds.

In past research on the ERF Agility, Oxfam and local actors agreed on several new roles Oxfam can
play in funding models like this ane, including those shown in Figure 7.
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The Oxfam funded pilot of ERF Agility has ended, but these roles continue to be relevant. Another
role Oxfam has taken—advocate and amplifier—has become even mare important in light of the
dismantling of USAID. The role of advocate and amplifier means that Oxfam can work even more with
local actors in looking for pooled resources and solidarity funds to soften the negative impacts of
sudden budget cuts. Oxfam also took concrete steps to ensure diversity in the ERF Agility by
requiring that women'’s organizations be on the steering committee.

Lastly, Oxfam provided support in regional and global influencing and made sure local actors could
present their ERF experience in such platforms. A local actor from Uganda presented in the 2021
Oxfam US Leadership Council, a group of about 50 of OUS's mast engaged high-value philanthropists
and supparters. Oxfam supporters who were present were made more aware of the opportunities
and challenges facing local actors in leading humanitarian responses. Some donated to the ERF
Agility fund, and others provided their own self-reflection on how they could best support locally
led responses. The local actor who was making this presentation realized through this direct donor
engagement that it was difficult for local actors who do not have 501c3 status to receive fund
transfers fram US donars. There is a work-around for overcoming this challenge—an equivalency
determination—but it is a difficult process.*®
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SYNTHESIS

Overall, the ERF Agility has been a positive step forward in Oxfam’s ERF journey. For more than a
decade, Oxfam and its long-term partners have been experimenting with funding models that
reflect the ethos of an equal and trust-based partnership to achieve greater humanitarian impact.
As the Oxfam ERF catalogue has shown (see Table 4, page 23), these models continue to evolve by
building on previous iterations. The models also drew on the good practices of peers like the Start
Network, UN CBPF, CERFS, DREFs by ICRC, NEAR Change Funds, and other funding models, as well as
the recent use of anticipatory action®® approaches. Each iteration of the six ERF-type funding
models in Oxfam’s catalogue since 2014 has been honed with lessons learned from the collective
experience of Oxfam staff, partners, and supportive donors. Through all this incubation and
experimentation, one key ingredient is a game changer—having local actors as key decision-
makers in shaping and designing response options.

According to communities that received humanitarian aid through the ERF Agility and the
respondents to this research, placing decision-making authority as close to the ground as possible
is fast, cost-effective, and more thoughtful and humane (Figure 8). In all three geographies, the
main decision-making criterion was “What does the community need?” Ensuring that decisions
made by the consortia were locally led and rooted meant that they responded to disasters that did
not meet the traditional idea of an emergency. Consortia focused on emergencies that were more
under the radar, while being mindful of their resources and what niche they could best fill. Two
external evaluations done by local consortia in the ERF Agility show that humanitarian responses
are perceived to be carried out with greater compassion,?! as responders are experiencing and
analyzing crises in real time within their own communities. More recent scholarship argues that
compassion must be treated as a professional competency that can be designed into systems,
behaviors, and institutions. According to 13 out of 15 LNGO respondents interviewed for this
research, such a locally led approach fosters a more humane, empathetic, diverse, and gender-
sensitive response.

Figure 8: Perceived Advantages and Challenges of a Locally Led Response according to Research
Respondents
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Oxfam'’s decade of experience with ERFs showed that pushing for more quality and flexible funding
for local responders is never easy and the pace of change can be frustratingly slow. There are major
barriers to local actors’ involvement in decision-making. This is evident from the feeling of
marginalization among local actors when meeting with humanitarian country teams (HCTs), where
local actors often represent less than 10% of cluster leadership, despite calls for inclusion
(Holland, 2024, 12). Grant management capacity among local actors is still low, through no fault of
theirown. It is a result of years of top-down program design and fundraising, where local actors end
up as subcontractors and have no ICR to grow their organization and strengthen their systems. This
structural disadvantage perpetuates a cycle of under-resourcing and reinforces coloniality.

Women's organizations involved in the ERF Agility experienced some challenges in the initial run of
the ERF Agility, as their humanitarian capacity was often questioned. They also needed additional
exposure and training to adhere to humanitarian standards and principles. Once this training gap
was addressed, there was an incremental increase in capacity and confidence as women leaders
stepped into their power. They integrated their other forms of expertise, such as addressing GBY,
offering psychosocial support, managing shelters, doing family-oriented advocacy work, straddling
the nexus of response and long-termissues, and exercising many other nuanced capacities. By the
end of phase 2 of the ERF Agility in 2025, they started to be accepted as contributors to any high-
quality, locally led response by the three consortia, and two were even approached to be part of
another humanitarian response consortium led by another UN agency and an INGO.

However, women’s leadership came at a high cost to the WR0s and WLOs. A critical gap in the ERF
Agility was its failure to set aside enough resources to help women and other marginalized groups,
such as refugee-led and youth organizations, reach equitable access in the humanitarian sector.
This gap placed an additional burden on them to be at par with other humanitarian actors even
though they did not have established ways to enter such coordination and decision-making

spaces.

Overall, local decision-making combined with flexible funding makes a difference, according to
participants in the ERF Agility project. Based on monitoring reports, external evaluations,
testimaonials from communities, and conversations with local actors and Oxfam staff involved in the
ERF Agility, humanitarian responses led by local cansortia have fewer administrative headaches and
heartaches, contain boundless energy and invite hope and collabaration instead of competition
and friction, and have the potential to be more environmentally friendly due to local procurement.
Flexible funding allows for an effective response, as local responders can easily adjust to evolving
needs of communities in almost real time and can decide without consulting headquarters
elsewhere, as is usually required in traditional responses. It is also perceived to be less risk averse
since responders have almost all the information they need to make quick decisions.

In evaluating the effectiveness of the ERF Agility, it is useful to look back at the issues it was meant
to address when it was initially designed. Table 9 shows a before-and-after comparison of
challenges raised by local actors during the 2020-2021 LHL online convenings hosted by Oxfam and
partners, how the ERF Agility attempted to address them, and what it achieved so far.

Table 9: Before-and-After Comparison of Challenges Faced by Local Actors

Challenges Facing Direct

Funding to Local Actors in 2021

How the ERF Agility
Attempted to Address These

What the ERF Agility
Accomplished by 2025

Timing. Call for proposals/bid for
emergency response funds
happens right befare or after a
disaster, and then the money is
released to successful
applicant.

Challenges

Predictability. Applicants are
pre-vetted, and money
transfers happen on a
predictable timetable—in
January each year—before a
disaster happens.

Application to the ERF Agility is
predictable, but it is still
dependent on availability of
funds.

Limited Access. Many of the big
pots of funds are run through UN
agencies and intermediaries in
humanitarian country teams

Expanding Access. ERF Agility
teams were encouraged to
engage with the HCTs while
also strengthening existing

The ERF Agility helped
strengthen district-level
humanitarian platforms. Oxfam
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Challenges Facing Direct

How the ERF Agility

Attempted to Address These

What the ERF Agility

Funding to Local Actors in 2021

(HCTs), where local actors
represent less than 10% of
cluster leadership.

Challenges
local and national
coordination platforms.

Accomplished by 2025

still needs to assist LNGOs to
access HCTs.

Limited Funding Cycles. Funding
cycles are short term.

Predictable and
replenishable funding
cycles. Funding ideally
should be replenished each
January. However, there is a
predictable reporting cycle
at the middle and end of the
year, even if no disaster
happens.

There is a mechanism for a
predictable funding cycle? for
all 3 local consortia, which
others may want to adopt.
Again, this is subject to the
availability of funds.

Preferences for Established
LNGOs. This preference leads
some of the more established
local NGOs to become
overloaded with competing
and heavier workloads while
discouraging the development
of a wider pool of local actors
able to access and/or lead
programs. Furthermore, the
lead consortiumis the only
one that can charge for
overhead support; the rest
must deal with shoestring
budgets, which adversely
affect the quality of their
interventions.

Preferences for
established LNGOs only for
the consortium lead. Other
new, upcoming, or not yet
fully established local NGOs
or community-based
organizations can benefit
from peer-to-peer learning
with Oxfam, the lead
consortium, other
established members of
the consortium, and other
INGOs and LNGOs, not
necessarily part of the ERF
Agility. In exchange, these
new LNGOs bring their
agility and other expertise
to complement others. This
is one way to grow and
expand the pool of
qualified local
humanitarian leaders.

The ERF Agility also wanted
to provide entry points for
women'’s arganizations to
be integral to humanitarian
responses.

Established LNGOs helped
bring new, upcoming, or not
yet fully established local
NGOs or CBOs to meaningfully
participate in the
humanitarian sector and, in so
doing, to learn and increase
their knowledge and capacity.
Making women'’s leadership a
requirement at the highest
governance level of the ERF
Agility ushered in a change in
mindsets and power shifts
among local actors
themselves, leading to
recognition of women’s
leadership in the
humanitarian sector and
potentially providing entry for
other sectors such as youth
and refugees.

Risk Sharing, Especially on
Currency Losses and Gains. The
issue of risk sharing was raised
with specific reference to
exchange rate gains or losses. In
some cases, INGOs keep
exchange rate gains, but the
partner must bear losses when
they accur.

ERF rolled out training on
core humanitarian standards
and encouraged local
consortia to determine their
risk management with Oxfam.

Risk sharing remains a major
challenge. Risk sharing and
management focused mainly on
the beneficiaries and the goods
and services to be delivered.
There was not much awareness
of staff welfare and security.
This was a major gap evenin the
ERF Agility.
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Challenges Facing Direct

Funding to Local Actors in 2021

How the ERF Agility
Attempted to Address These

What the ERF Agility
Accomplished by 2025

Staffing for Local Partners. In
some cases, local partners had
difficulties charging project staff
as a project cost ratherthan a
support cost. This forced some
organizations to bring in more
volunteers.

Challenges

Core staff should be cost
recovered and included in
direct costs. Oxfam provided
examples of the budgeting
process from other
established local networks
and invited resource persons
to share their experiences in
setting up locally led
responses.

Core staff for the response was
cost recovered. Since the local
consortium was also working to
establish itself, it required a full-
time coordinator who not only
was needed in the ERF Agility
response but also often had to
spend time coordinating the
wider consortium work.

Table 9 shows that with purposive action, even minor tweaks—such as predictability, prepositioned
funds, and mechanisms for local actors to receive these funds—make a huge difference. Predictable
and replenishable funding cycles, access to funding for non-established LNGOs, and a consortium ap-
proach to draw on complementary forms of expertise enabled more locally led responses. Though not
mentioned in Table 9, it is also impartant to enhance partnerships based on mutual trust and support

along three engagement pathways: (1) between Oxfam and partners; (2) between partners themselves;
and (3) between partners and their communities.

Challenges remain in assuring the actual availability of quality funds for local actors, achieving equitable
risk sharing, and improving management, as well as ensuring the welfare of local responders. Additional
funding could propel local actors to lead, transform, and galvanize the humanitarian sector to be more
effective and just.
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CONCLUSION

Most humanitarian funding continues to flow through international actors and down to large
national NGOs, often not reaching high-risk and hard-to-reach areas. The ERF Agility model is one
mechanism that can increase access to resources for local actors, which are now especially
needed given the reduction of aid resources at the global level. This model demonstrated that it
could promote local humanitarian leadership and offer greater impact at a subnational level. There
remains a role for INGOs, because the often-isolated communities where emergencies occur can
benefit from resources available elsewhere, even in different countries.

On a positive note, the humanitarian sector, especially international agencies, have been moving
beyond grand promises and slowly operationalizing their localization and decolonization
commitments. As this research has shown, there are at least nine promising funding mechanisms at
the global level that have been specifically designed to be accessible to local actors. Together,
they can create a ripple effect in the sector in favor of mare locally led and high-quality responses.
It is a work in progress, and there are areas for improvement. Pooled funds continue to dominate
the sector, yet equitable representation for local voices in fund governance remains a challenge.
Funds that explicitly prioritize women’s arganizations remain inconsistent. These findings
underscore the urgent need for systemic shifts to fulfill commitments to local actors and reinforce
their agency in humanitarian action. But overall, these nine examples are steps in the right
direction, and other forms of ERF mechanisms are emerging.

Since 2014, Oxfam has been experimenting with various funding models with the goal of reaching
greater humanitarian impact. Each iteration of the six ERF-type funding models in Oxfam’s
catalogue since 2014 has drawn on the lessons learned from the collective experience of Oxfam
staff, partners, and supportive donors. Although this research did not conduct a per-dollar
comparison, cost efficiencies in a locally led response often go beyond the actual funds received,
as local actors put in more nonmonetary equity and underwrite other items in a response. The
responses funded by the ERF Agility are perceived by their LNGO implementers to have reduced
overhead costs due to existing offices and warehouses, effective resource allocation, local
procurement benefits, and enhanced fraud prevention through community oversight. Local
leadership contributes to enhancing their own local systems and structures, which in the long term
creates more sustainability with increased local capacity, as this research has demonstrated.

One aim of the ERF Agility was to provide direct funding to local actors, but this was not possible in
the end owing to significant barriers that neither side—0xfam or local actors—could overcome. The
project also aimed for quality funding, supporting effective humanitarian response, for the following
reasons: getting the funds prepositioned with local consortia means they could engage in more
effective and longer-term planning instead of waiting for one tranche after another, which is the
traditional way. They could also leverage the ERF funds to access other funds or resources; for
example, a needs assessment report funded by the ERF Agility helped local actors approach other
donors for additional funding. They could also request equity from community members to make the
response more locally owned and sustainable.

The ERF Agility has driven a meaningful shift in how women’s organizations are perceived and
engaged at the consortium level and in their wider communities. Despite their long-standing role in
humanitarian response, women'’s organizations are often marginalized from funding, capacity
strengthening, and decision-making due to assumptions about their limited humanitarian capacity.
The ERF structure directly challenged these assumptions by embedding women'’s organizations in
steering committees across all three ERFs.

At the same time, institutional support accompanied the ERF Agility local actors, not just from
Oxfam but from the wider platforms where the local consortia were embedded. In Uganda, this col-
lective pooling of resources helped improve learning and influencing, resulted in four policy en-
gagements, and made way for the establishment of a Local Government Forum on Humanitarian Re-
sponse in Kasese, a significant milestone.
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Oxfam is also exploring its role in this endlessly evolving environment. Oxfam’s new strategic
framework demands decolonial and feminist ways of working, which are critically important in
supporting locally led responses. Through programs like the ERF Agility, Oxfam staff must practice
equitable partnerships and venture into a journey of learning and discovery for themselves on what
approaches work. As shared in this report, Oxfam shifted from being the direct implementer, the
main decision-maker, and the disburser of funds. Instead, Oxfam intentionally stayed in the
background, though it is present in conversations with ERF consortia members. Oxfam served as a
facilitator if needed, helped set up a MEAL plan with the consortia partners, assisted with regional
and globalinfluencing [i.e., travel to international events), and connected consortia members with
others in its netwaork for advisory support.

A UN Women report showed that following the USAID stop-work arder and other development and
humanitarian aid reductions in 2025, 90% of women-led and women'’s rights organizations reported
being financially impacted, with 47% expecting to shut down within six months if current conditions
persist (UN Wamen, 2025, 3). In real life, this shock will have adverse impacts on programs and
services that deliver GBV response (67%), protection of human rights (62%), livelihoods and
multipurpose cash assistance (58%), and health care (52%) to communities where these are
needed the most.

Inclusion of women'’s organizations, refugee-led groups, and youth organizations was integral to
the ERF Agility’s attempts to break down the barriers to these groups” entry into humanitarian
spaces. The new investments and women-specific funding windows available in Oxfam, such as the
Women’s Rights Fund® and the Feminist Humanitarian Response Funds, are meant to level the
playing field for women'’s organizations, so they can continuously strengthen their organizational
capacities while raising their expertise in humanitarianism.

The ERF Agility aims to bridge the gap between commitments made at the global level—by
signataries to the Charter for Change and Grand Bargain—and actual practice. Learning from
previous iterations of ERF-type funding mechanisms, the ERF Agility was co-designed with local
actors and has benefited from constant fine-tuning since it was launched in 2021.

In working with local consortia embedded in wider national and local humanitarian platforms in their
respective countries, the ERF Agility and similar mechanisms both inside and outside of Oxfam
reviewed for this research showed that this approach can encourage collaboration rather than
competition. Platforms can amplify learning and provide additional expertise to their members, even
if they do not receive funding directly. When strong local consortia implement quality responses,
they tend to pass the learning, credibility, and expertise along to their wider networks, creating a
mutually beneficial process.

There is potential for the ERF Agility consortia to usher in a critical mass of capable and more united
local responders if they are supported with multiyear and predictable funding support. Within four
years of the ERF Agility alone, response protocols, guidance notes, ways of working, accountability
mechanisms, and a localized humanitarian culture that values women'’s leadership have been
established in the subnational areas where the project was implemented.
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RECOMMENDATIONS

The ERF Agility pilot has ended its second cycle since being launched in 2021. Findings of the
evaluative research showed that local consortia in Bangladesh, Puerto Rico, and Uganda were able
to set up speedy, high-quality, diverse, and gender-sensitive responses at subnational levels.

According to interviews with local actors and Oxfam staff who participated in the ERF Agility, putting
grant management decisions in the hands of local actors simplified bureaucracy and made applica-
tion and reporting processes quicker and more partner-friendly (local languages were encouraged).
LNGOs got direct feedback on their proposals from their peers, so the proposals were co-created.
Close supervision by a consortium of local actors who leveraged local knowledge and accompani-
ment improved effectiveness and inclusion of new actors. In support of replenishable ERF Agility
pooled funding, Oxfam continues to fundraise, broker linkages with donors and investors, and link
the ERF Agility with other projects in the Oxfam confederation to ensure that the requisite resources
are in place to support the sustainability and growth of this locally led funding mechanism.

The following are overall key recommendations for Oxfam and other international actors seeking to
use the ERF Agility and other types of locally accessible funding models (see Figure 9):

Figure 9: ERF Agility Recommendations
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Source: Infographic designed by Diana de Leon

Looking ahead, getting donors to fund the ERF Agility is still a struggle. This is still a new facility,
with only two cycles of one-and-a-half to two years per cycle. Hence the project launched an
accompaniment donor pitching clinic in the last quarter of 2024 that continues to 2026, where local
actors get opportunities to practice how to talk about their work in front of donors and donor facing
colleagues. No concrete funding has yet been secured for subsequent cycles of the fund from
donors, but diversification of funding sources and funding models can make the humanitarian
sector more future proof. The ERF Agility consortia members are now moving toward program design
and more intentional fundraising.

ERF-type funding mechanisms can be part of a menu of funding models that will help balance
power and resources among humanitarian actors and make response options more dynamic. As this
evaluative research shows, such models are particularly effective at subnational levels, and they
can create more value for money if done by local actors who are already on the ground and plugged
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into the wider humanitarian system so they can rely on other support, such as from intermediaries
like Oxfam or UN agencies.

Local actors often do not have the reserves to mount a response, despite being the first responders
in their communities, so models like the EFR Agility are even more critical for them now. They
represent one of many potential options for more sustainable, locally led, and internationally
supported funding models for the humanitarian sector.
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NOTES

! Past Oxfam research has noted the humanitarian-development nexus approach taken by women’s
organizations and has argued that international actors should better incorporate this frame into
their work to improve support to both partners and communities. See Fanning and Fullwood-
Thomas, 2018; Jayasinghe, 2023; Kergoat et al., 2020; Vera and Brusola-Vera, 2021.

2 See pg. 23 on Oxfam’s ERF Journey to learn more about the Oxfam ERFs that preceded the ERF

Agility project.

¥ Oxfam US can be used interchangeably with Oxfam America; for shorthand, we also use 0US.

“In 2023 this fund was replenished with another round of US$200,000 from Oxfam America internal
funds and from a donation from a philanthropist member of the OUS Leadership Council, a group
of supporters of Oxfam America

>The Charter for Change is an initiative that aims to transform the humanitarian system to be more
locally led. Source: https://charter4change.org/

® The Grand Bargain was launched in 2016 during the World Humanitarian Summit in Istanbul. It is an
agreement between some of the largest donars and humanitarian organizations to get more
means into the hands of people in need and to improve the effectiveness and efficiency of hu-
manitarian action. Source: https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/about-the-grand-bar-
gain

' The Pledge for Change represents a mutual commitment toward building a stronger locally led
system. Source: https://pledgeforchange2030.org/

& We use the Norwegian Refugee Council's broad definition of pooled funds: “a pooled fund involves
pooling money from more than one donor in an entity. That entity then distributes the funds to
multiple recipients on the basis of defined criteria” (Thomas 2022, 11].

° Our use of women'’s organizations encompasses both women'’s rights organizations and women-
led organizations.

19 The Inter-Agency Standing Committee (IASC) defines local and national actors as those who are
headquartered in their countries, work in multiple geographies within that country, and are not
affiliated with any international NGO. Oxfam is aligned with the IASC definition. When Oxfam uses
the term “local actor,” it refers to all levels of civil society and government (local NGOs, national
NGOs, CSOs, municipal authaorities, national civil protection authorities, the local private sector,
and others that are not international). Local actors can include community-based organiza-
tions, NGOs, civil society organizations, grassroots organizations, women's organizations, and
local leaders.

1t isimportant to acknowledge that while we need to monitor funding flows to local organizations,
particularly women'’s organizations, the type of funding also matters. Small, highly localized
grassroots WLOs/WRQs often do not yet have the capacity to apply for, absorh, and report on
sizeable grants and therefore are unable to access these funds. The Gender CoP recommends
adopting and scaling up different approaches, including direct funding through small grants and
funding through intermediaries, consortia that include WLOs/WRO0s, pooled funds (including of
local networks), and program-based approaches.

12 The 24 Grand Bargain signatories that provided funding to WR0Os/WL0s are the following: Donor
countries (Czech Republic, France, Japan, New Zealand, Spain, United States of Americal; INGOs
(ActionAid International, Catholic Agency for Overseas Development — CAFOD, CARE International,
Christian Aid, Danish Church Aid, Danish Refugee Council, International Council of Voluntary
Agencies - ICVA, Oxfam, Pan American Development Foundation, Trocaire; Local/national NGO
networks (Feminist Humanitarian Network, NEAR); and UN agencies (United Nations Office for the
Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (UN OCHAJ, United Nations Population Fund (UNFPAJ, United
Nations High Commission for Refugees (UNHCR), United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF], UN
Women.

13 NEAR staff member, e-mail communication to Namalie Jayasinghe, June 11, 2026.

Y bid.

15 Far the purposes of this research, when we refer to a consortium, it means a grouping of entities

that collaborate on a specific time-bound initiative that requires a pooling of resources or
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expertise. This is a formal group. A network is a broader term for any interconnected group
focusing on formal or informal knowledge exchange or coordination. A platform can be a loosely
formed group such as a network that can function as a community of practice or a sounding
board of a sector. The terms “platform” and "network” are often be used interchangeably in the
humanitarian sector.

16 Bangladesh members: Association for Alternative Development, Mahideb Jubo Somaj Kallayan
Somity, and the Nari Associated for Revival and Initiative; Puerto Rico members: Centro de la
Mujer Dominicana, Mujeres de Isla, Centro Paz para Ti, Casa Juana Colon, Hogar Nueva Mujer, Ini-
ciativa Comunitaria, Casa Pensamiento, Coordinadora Paz para las Mujeres, and Capromuni;
Uganda members: African Women and Youth Action for Development, Alliance for Children and
Youth Uganda, Joint Effort to Save the Environment, Foundation for Urban and Rural Advance-
ment, Labour and Consumer Advocacy, Livelihood Program of Uganda, United Children Inte-
grated Development Action, Young African Refugees for Integral Development, and World Voices
Uganda.

17 Direct costs related to an actual humanitarian response were provided. However, the LNGOs were
also doing other non-humanitarian activities that could support direct funding to local actors,
such as meetings for Charter for Change, and these costs were not charged to the ERF Agility.

8 The CHS is a globally recognized voluntary standard that sets out nine commitments that any
organizations or individuals involved in humanitarian response can use to improve the quality
and effectiveness of the assistance they provide.

19 An equivalency determination is when a US private foundation can treat a foreign entity as a US
public charity. This is a lengthy, onerous, and often costly process for both the grant maker and
the intended recipient, as they must determine which documents meet the necessary legal re-
quirements, as stated in Section 501(c](3) of the Internal Revenue Code.

0 Anticipatory actions are actions based on forecasts of a deterioration of the situation. They are
designed to reduce the impact of a crisis on people’s lives and livelihoods, and they are thus
taken before negative coping strategies are deployed.

21 Compassion was identified as the basis for more effective response at the December 2025 Re-
gional Humanitarian Partnership Week in Bangkok, where the opening session was “Mobilizing
Compassion: Reclaiming the Heart of Humanitarianism.”

221t is important to note that the ERF Agility is designed to have predictable multiyear funding, but it
will still require donors to actually fund the mechanism and commit to multiyear funding.

%5 For more information on the Women'’s Rights Fund, see https://www.oxfam.org.uk/oxfam-in-ac-
tion/women-equality/womens-rights-fund/.
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