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IOM’S L3 PROCEDURES AND PRACTICES THROUGH THE LENS OF THE ROHINGYA 

RESPONSE 

Executive Summary 

K. Van Brabant & S. Patel, CMC, 30 October 2018 

 

Purpose: This report derives from a review of the implementation of IOM’s internal L3 procedures in 

the Rohingya crisis response in Bangladesh (late August 2017-ongoing).  It is part of a larger real-time 

evaluation (RTE) of that response, which is documented in a separate report. This report’s purpose, as 

per the Terms of Reference (ToR), is to help IOM consistently improve programming and operations. 

However, the Rohingya response review brings out various attention points that musts be addressed at 

institutional, not at programme or operational level. The findings and recommendations therefore can 

feed into the internal review started, but now on hold until the outcomes of a general IASC review of 

L3 procedures are clear.  

 

Appreciation: The report was developed in conjunction with a RTE of aspects of the Rohingya response. 

Both reports can usefully be read together. If only this L3 report is read, then care has to be taken not to 

equate the findings and reflections thereon with an overall appreciation or evaluative judgment of that 

Rohingya response.  

 

Sources: The report draws on a variety of sources, which were consulted during a wider real-time 

evaluation of the response to that crisis. Its most significant omission is the absence of the perspectives 

and suggestions from IOM colleagues in the various resources and support functions (HR, finance, 

procurement and logistics, legal), from the Country Office (CO) and the Sub-office in Cox’s Bazar, and 

from Bangladeshi national staff. It could draw on only one comparable review, the 2014 RTE of IOM’s 

response in South Sudan.  

 

Major Findings 

 

a. On the L3 activation in the Rohingya response 

 

L3 mobilisation fully justified: Being one of the largest refugee crises in the world in 2017, and with a 

limited number of aid agencies on the ground when the crisis started in late August 2017, the L3 

mobilisation was fully justified and critical to scale up IOM’s response capacities. Given IOM’s 

important role (in terms of sectors and scale of work/delivery) in the collective inter-agency response, 

that mobilisation had wider significance.  

 

No whole-of-IOM mobilisation:  At the moment, there is a strong perception among programme/DOE 

associated staff, that there is no ‘whole-of-IOM’ mobilisation in an L3 situation. Therefore, the internal 

‘coordination’ has not been as smooth as desirable. The discrepancies between the level of surge in 

DOE/programmes and the resource and support functions, result in costly inefficiencies, avoidable stress 

and loss of credibility among agencies that rely on IOM delivering rapidly.  

 

Transitioning out of L3: The L3 designation in Cox’s Bazar district, Bangladesh is currently valid until 

the end of 2018. That is justified given the continued scale of the challenges for life-sustaining service 

deliveries, let alone stronger people-centred approaches, and the ongoing monsoon and cyclone-season 

‘emergency-within-an-emergency’. Yet as the RTE elaborates, medium-term thinking must start now, 

as critical major investment decisions will have to be made early in 2019, about the basic infrastructure 

(roads, water supplies and drainage systems, waste collection, community and social infrastructure 

location, electricity, telecoms network etc.), before the next monsoon and cyclone season. Critical here 

is the authorisation of the Government of Bangladesh to decongest at least the mega-site that currently 
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houses some 600,000 refugees. In that context, a continuation of L3 designation cannot be allowed to 

equate with a continuation of (also needed) short-term and emergency response thinking. While specific 

to the Rohingya crisis, this observation has larger validity. 

 

b. On the L3 procedures and practices 

 

L3 procedures ambiguous: On critical issues, such as the allocation of roles, responsibilities and 

particularly authority, between HQ (and/or the Emergency Coordinator on the ground), the CO (and Sub-

office) and the RO, the L3 procedures are problematically ambiguous. It is unclear whether de facto the 

emergency responders ‘reinforce’ or ‘replace’ the CO, and if this is decided on a case-by-case basis, 

what considerations must be taken into account and who is involved in that assessment? The same 

ambiguity holds for the ‘deactivation’ of L3 status. There is also an unresolved ambiguity between the 

authority of the MEC with regards to the Department of Resource Management, at least with those parts 

of the resource units that must support the L3 response. 

 

Gaps in current procedures: Important dimensions of an L3 response are not addressed in the currently 

available procedures. Examples are: decisions on how IOM will position itself in a crisis response and 

what roles it should/will take on; protection and AAP; the value of a Programme Support Unit, when to 

initiate transition and recovery thinking. Though an L3 status can be ‘deactivated’, this is not followed 

by formal clarity of whether it then gets L2 status or not.  

 

No evidence of documented and applied learning: The 2014 RTE in South Sudan made important 

recommendations for procedural development, which were not followed through. While individual staff 

undoubtedly carry with them their personal learning from past experiences, there is no clear evidence 

that this is institutionalised and shapes broader institutional practices. The potential learning from recent 

experiences L3 ‘de-activation’ in South Sudan and Iraq have not (yet) been documented or its 

documentation is not known even to senior emergencies people.  

 

Correspondence between procedures and practices: Contrary to the perception of some, a systematic 

comparison of the key procedures and practices reveals significant differences in the Rohingya response 

from the existing procedures. This is most notably regarding the deployment of a Rapid Response Team 

under a Rapid Response Team leader / Emergency Coordinator, and the streamlining of existing IOM 

procedures also by the various support functions. This is not necessarily a critique of the practice, only 

an observation that practice and procedures do not match. 

 

Complementary contributions: The emergency response people and specialists may bring vitally needed 

extra capacity (extra people, other practices and competencies) to a crisis situation, that are in limited 

supply in the CO. But the observations that a CO is overwhelmed and/or does not have the necessary 

capacities (numbers, experience) needs to be matched with an appreciation of what COs and ROs 

continue to bring to an L3 response, as a basis for complementary rather than competitive attitudes.  

 

The importance of the people dimension: Procedures, even if very detailed and closely followed, can 

never eliminate the human element in their application. That requires attention to people-skills (self-

awareness, interpersonal skills, emotional intelligence, cross-cultural aptitude, team building etc.), in the 

training, selection and management of staff in general, and for emergency settings in particular as stress 

levels tend to be higher. The ‘savoir être’ (‘being’) can be as important as the ‘savoir faire’ (‘doing’), 

internally with IOM colleagues, externally with other agencies and officials, and in the interaction with 

affected populations.  

 

 

c. On IOM’s overall preparedness 
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IOM institutional emergency preparedness: IOM is now often involved in several L3s at the same time. 

This raises the wider question whether it is institutionally ready to support several such emergencies with 

adequate quantity and quality? This could not be examined in detail within the constraints of this 

exercise. The Rohingya response, was the 7th L3 response for IOM in 2017.  IOM needs to have enough 

mid-level and senior coordinators and managers, with strong grounding in ‘humanitarianism’, technical 

and thematic expertise, solid comparative experience, strong people-skills, and understanding of the 

‘eco-system’ (and sometimes ‘competitive arena’) of relief actors, to handle several L3’s simultaneously. 

To be a major player, now within the UN system, which exposes IOM to greater scrutiny, IOM may also 

need to access more flexible funding, have more senior people with strong political engagement skills 

that can argue the organisation’s position where this is contested (as has been the case in the Rohingya 

response), and become an effective learning organisation.  

 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

R1: Elaborate the procedures and criteria for decision-making 

This includes:  

• A reference to crisis anticipation and criteria for proactively enhancing emergency preparedness.  

• Explicit criteria that will make IOM declare an L3. 

• Explicit reference to the considerations that IOM will use to consider how it positions itself in a 

collective crisis response, and what roles it will take on. 

• Clarity about the maximum duration of an L3 status – also in relation to a protracted crisis; 

• Greater clarity about the division of roles and responsibilities between HQ (and the Emergency 

Coordinator), the CO, RO and sub-office(s): if this is determined on a case by case basis, then 

there have to be agreed assessment criteria and a transparent decision-process. 

• Criteria to decide the physical location of the L3 coordinator, and possible implications for roles 

and responsibilities or ways of working. 

• Decide on the reference to a ‘Rapid Response Team’: It only makes sense if IOM can 

institutionally mobilise such as a coherent, prepared, team. 

• Explicit guidance on ethical surge practices to minimise undermining local and national 

capacities. 

• Integration of AAP and protection. 

• Reference to increased internal and external communications and reporting requirements, which 

may require a rapid deployment of a ‘programme support unit’. 

• The practical meaning of ‘deactivation’, and criteria to decide the status of the situation 

afterwards. 

• An explicit reference to ‘transition and recovery’ and ‘localisation’, to ensure a crisis response 

retains a longer-term strategic perspective and the early inclusion of the TRD. 

 

R2: Ensure that the resource and support functions can effectively underpin an L3 operational 

response 

This includes:  

• Developing explicit and detailed accelerated procedures for resource support functions in an L3, 

visualising the adjustments in approval trajectories. 

• Clarify the relationship between the MEC and the DRM in an L3 response. 

R3: Strengthen strategic and managerial practices 

This includes: 
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• Explicit consideration of what value a CO, sub-office, RO and HQ Emergencies team can bring 

to a particular crisis response. 

• Regular strategic reviews to complement the operational management. 

• Record keeping of all relevant discussions and meetings, with a logbook tracing key decision and 

the considerations that informed them. 

• Timely and clear communications to all concerned about adjustments in roles, responsibilities 

and decision-making. 

 

R4: Actively foster enabling conditions for effective team work 

This includes: 

• All staff who get mobilised in an L3 response will receive several mandatory organisational and 

contextual briefings, as well as detailed guidance on expected behaviour. 

• Explicit attention is paid to the relational dynamics between national and international staff 

• Explicit attention is paid to stress management, including cumulative stress, also of national staff. 

• All possible efforts are made to limit staff turnover, as this generates financial and non-financial 

inefficiencies and risks impacting negatively on internal and external relations. 

• Junior staff with limited experience are not put in decision-making positions. If this is inevitable, 

a senior person is designated to exercise oversight over process and content of decision-making, 

and mentor the junior colleague. 

HR have an important role to play in this (inasmuch as they do more than personnel administration), 

but a positive and enabling environment is the responsibility of every team and unit leader. 

 

R5: Elevate the planned (continuation) of the organisational L3 review to the strategic and 

institutional level.  

This needs to respond to broader questions such as: 

• How to ensure that an L3 mobilisation and acceleration is IOM-wide and not only or largely 

within the DOE? 

• What practical adaptations are needed in the various resource management units, to be able to 

adequately support programme needs in situations of large-scale surge and scaling up? 

• What calibre of staff does IOM need to be able to respond in a significant way to more than one 

L3 surge situation at the same time – in terms of numbers, competencies and depth of experience? 

What mechanisms and partnerships will ensure it will have the required numbers of experienced 

and capable staff when it needs them? 

• What capacities does IOM need to take on larger inter-agency response responsibilities and 

roles1, and to hold its own in the high-level interagency debates -and politics- in humanitarian 

and political capitals of the world? 

 

The graph
2
 on the following page visualises the interconnectedness/complementarities between 

operational and strategic response management, and the institutional capacities to provide both; but also 

how IOM’s institutional capacities and practical L3 response are part of a broader international relief 

system (UN and non-UN).  

                                                 
1
 E.g. A commitment to be a provider of last resort for the CCCM Cluster in natural disasters. 

2
 Developed by the Global Mentoring Initiative Ltd.  
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R6: Develop a comprehensive institutional plan to ensure IOM has the capacities to effectively 

respond to multiple L3s simultaneously 

This includes: 

• A clear articulation (if needed) of IOM’s ambitions and objectives as an emergency response 

agency. 

• A comprehensive staff development plan, based on scenario projections, that ensures adequate 

in-house expertise, complemented by human resources from partners. 

• A structured programme of in-house and externally provided training and mentored on-the-job 

learning. This ensures the availability of enough senior and experienced staff to mentor and 

accompany more junior ones. The training includes colleagues from the resource support 

functions. The training needs to cover technical skills, self-awareness and self-management as 

well as interpersonal/intercultural skills, managerial but also people-management and team 

building skills, people-centred and participatory programming, ‘coordination’ skills and 

‘political engagement’ skills. 

• Proactive discussions with current and potential donors to ensure the right type of funding for 

such institutional development and the sustainability of the capacities thus created. 

 

R7: Systematic learning from experience 

This includes: 

• Documenting the learning from each L3 activation and de-activation: This can be done by a key 

person or an external consultant being given the time to elicit, review and structure the learning, 

and/or by including an L3 review component in each RTE. 

• Annually conducting a comparative review of practices and reflections across L3 responses. 
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