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eXeCUTIVe sUMMaRY

i. inTroDucTion

The evaluation of the UN-Habitat liaison 
offices was conducted at the request of  
UN-Habitat Management. It served to fulfil 
task 118 identified in the One UN-Habitat 
Action Plan of 19 October 2011, which 
called for an assessment of the implications 
of the UN-Habitat organizational reform of 
its liaison offices in New York, Geneva, Brus-
sels and Washington, D.C. 

The liaison offices were established one-by-
one over several decades and have carried 
out their generic functions to different de-
grees facing various challenges at systemic 
level and related to the specific context in 
which each liaison office operates. The 
primary function of the offices is to forge 
partnerships with United Nations agencies, 
intergovernmental and regional organi-
zations, donors and civil society at global 
centres. Other functions include advocacy 
and marketing of UN-Habitat key priorities, 
programmes and products; resource mobi-
lization; information sharing; and follow-
up. In the new reform of UN-Habitat, the 
project-based management approach has 
been adopted and is expected to affect all 
entities of the Agency, including the liaison 
offices, in ensuring that they contribute to-
wards increasing efficiency, productivity as 
well as transparency and accountability of 
UN-Habitat.

ii. METhoDology

The purpose of the evaluation was to as-
sess the roles, relevance, efficiency and ef-
fectiveness and implications of the new re-
form on the liaison offices. Specifically, the 
objectives were to assess effectiveness and 
efficiency of the liaisons offices in carrying 
out key functions in terms of organizations 
and technical representation, information 
sharing, advocacy and outreach, building 
of partnerships, resource mobilization and 
the way in which each office delivers and 
conducts its work. The evaluation also as-
sessed how the new reform could impact 
the liaison offices and suggested how the 
strategic roles of the liaison offices could be 
enhanced in the new reform. 

The evaluation was managed and conduct-
ed by the Evaluation Unit with the support 
of an external consultant, Ms. Nefise Bazo-
glu. The evaluation took place over the pe-
riod from November 2011 to March 2012. 
Different methods of data collection were 
used, and included desk review of docu-
ments, visits to the liaison offices to conduct 
interviews with staff and other stakehold-
ers, and a questionnaire was administered 
to staff at headquarters and liaison offices. 
No cost-benefit analysis was carried out 
due to difficulties encountered in collating 
the different sources. Another limitation 
was that it was not possible to interview all 
stakeholders, in particular national officials 
in the host cities of the liaison offices.
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iii. KEy FinDings

organizational and Technical 
representation 

The offices have represented UN-Habitat at 
political and technical levels within United 
Nations agencies, intergovernmental and 
regional bodies and civil society. The New 
York office has played a critical role in fol-
lowing up on UN-Habitat’s work programme 
approval processes lobbied delegates to the 
United Nations General Assembly for nego-
tiating critical resolutions of interest to the 
agency and participated in a wide range of 
working groups, task forces and executive 
committees, including the United Nations 
Executive Committee on Humanitarian Af-
fairs and the Inter-Agency Standing Com-
mittee. The Geneva office has focused more 
on programmatic aspects of humanitar-
ian aid, representing UN-Habitat in meet-
ings aimed at resolving humanitarian chal-
lenges. The office has actively represented  
UN-Habitat and participated in the Con-
solidated Appeal Processes, and the United 
Nations Central Emergency Relief Fund. The 
Brussels office has represented UN-Habitat 
in the European Union and its subsidiary 
bodies and institutions, advocating policy 
dialogue that has led to improved working 
relationships between the agency and the 
European Union. The Washington office 
has represented UN-Habitat in political and 
technical meetings of the Global Environ-
ment Facility, the Organization of American 
States, and the World Bank. This represen-
tation has improved UN-Habitat’s visibility 
and, among its partners, demonstrated its 
unique technical capacity.

Partnerships  

The liaison offices have forged key part-
nerships. Some of these partnerships are 
the Inter-Agency Standing Committee, 
the United Nations Office for the Coordi-
nation of Humanitarian Affairs, the Office 
of the United Nations High Commissioner 
for Refugees, the International Federa-
tion of Red Cross and Red Crescent Soci-
eties, the World Health Organization, the 
International Labour Organization, and 
the United Nations International Strategy 
for Disaster Reduction. Others are the Nor-
wegian Refugee Council and non-govern-
mental organization consortia in Geneva, 
the United Nations Children’s Fund, the 
United Nations Development Programme, 
and the United Nations Executive Commit-
tee on Humanitarian Affairs. Partners also 
include the United Nations Development 
Group in New York, European Union in-
stitutions in Brussels, the World Bank, Cit-
ies Alliance, the Inter-American Develop-
ment Bank, the Organization of American 
States, and the Inter-America Coalition for 
the Presentation of Violence in Washing-
ton, D.C. These partners have appreciated  
UN-Habitat’s activities, events and contribu-
tions. 

advocacy

New York, Geneva, Washington, D.C., and 
Brussels host a range of events — interna-
tional conferences, forums and meetings — 
through which liaison offices have taken the 
initiative to promote UN-Habitat’s mission 
and priorities. In addition, the offices have 
played a key role in promoting UN-Habitat 
major events including World Habitat Day, 
the World Urban Forum, World Water Day, 
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ministerial conferences and the launch of 
global reports on human settlements. The 
New York office serves as the UN-Habitat 
focal point for the Department of Public 
Information of the United Nations Secretar-
iat and this has improved the communica-
tion and advocacy of UN-Habitat activities.  
UN-Habitat has developed a number of nor-
mative products on humanitarian issues un-
der the Geneva office’s leadership, including  
the Inter-Agency Standing Committee Strat-
egy and Action Plan for Meeting Humani-
tarian Challenges in Urban Areas, the post-
disaster and post-conflict land guidelines, 
risk mapping and shelter needs assessment 
model and shelter project catalogue. The 
Brussels office has added value to advocacy 
and marketing of UN-Habitat priorities with-
in European Union institutions. As a conse-
quence, sustainable urban development is-
sues are a priority on the European Union 
agenda. The Washington office has elevat-
ed discussions on sustainable urbanization 
issues among United States policymakers by 
engaging them through the global celebra-
tions of World Habitat Day 2009, and the 
process of the World Urban Forum 2010, 
which led to attendance of a 50-member 
United States delegation at the fifth Forum 
and the development of a framework for 
sustainable urbanization. These efforts have 
raised awareness of UN-Habitat’s work, sus-
tainable urbanization and in some cases, led 
to the introduction of legislations on urban 
development and poverty reduction.

information sharing

Sharing of information with other United 
Nations agencies and relevant intergov-
ernmental, regional organization as well as 
civil society organizations has also increased 

the visibility of UN-Habitat. However, UN-
Habitat headquarters in Nairobi has been 
concerned that the liaison offices have been 
working in isolation and have failed to share 
adequate information.

Fundraising

The contributions of UN-Habitat liaison of-
fices have attracted funding and helped 
to establish new partnerships. The Geneva 
office has participated in Consolidated Ap-
peals Process and the Central Emergency 
Relief Fund, which has resulted in increased 
humanitarian financing for UN-Habitat field 
projects over the past three years (USD 
6.1 million in 2009; USD18.7 million in 
2010; USD 80.4 million in 2011). In 2008, 
the Brussels office lobbied the European 
Commission resulting in a contribution of 
about USD 7 million earmarked funds to  
UN-Habitat for the implementation of the 
first phase of projects in the Africa, Carib-
bean and Pacific Group of States. The Eu-
ropean Commission further approved about 
USD 14 million for the second phase to proj-
ects in these countries. Pipeline projects and 
programmes worth EUR 77 million (more 
than USD 100 million) are under negotia-
tion with the Commission as of December 
2011. Contributions of non-earmarked 
from United States of America funding in-
creased from USD 148,000 in 2007 to USD 
2 million in 2011.

iV. challEngEs

To improve the effectiveness of the liaison 
offices, it is necessary to address some of 
the key constraints and challenges, which 
were identified by the evaluation team and 
apply to all UN-Habitat’s liaison offices. 
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A disconnect between the UN-Habitat 
headquarters and liaison offices: Aside 
from the geographical isolation of Nairobi 
from the global cities of the Northern Hemi-
sphere where the offices are located, there 
is an organizational distance between the 
offices and headquarters. While staff mem-
bers at the offices feel isolated from the 
mainstream programme, those from head-
quarters feel that the offices fail to provide 
enough substantive information to partners 
based in cities hosting the liaison offices.

Lack of policy or guidelines on the work 
of liaison offices: This is further complicat-
ed by the overwhelming responsibility each 
office bears for liaising and for performing 
programme functions. For instance, the  
New York office is involved in a continous  
series of meetings with the United Nations 
Secretariat, intergovernmental processes, 
inter-agency matters and outreach activi-
ties with partners outside the United Na-
tions System. The Geneva office collabo-
rates with various United Nations agencies, 
especially those in the humanitarian sector 
dealing with post-conflict and post-disaster 
affairs. The Brussels office focuses on the in-
stitutions of the European Union, and the 
Washington, D.C., office deals with inter-in-
stitutional affairs, including fostering coop-
eration with international and intergovern-
mental institutions such as the World Bank 
and the Organization of American States.

Limited resources and capacities in li-
aison offices: The scale of the demands 
and the high expectations the offices must 
meet are disproportionate to the capacity 
and low staff levels. These demands will 
grow as a new vision of UN-Habitat takes 
root and as the organization prepares for 

Rio+20 in 2012 and Habitat III in 2016.  Dis-
cussions with the liaison offices in Geneva 
and New York, partner organizations and 
staff at headquarters revealed that office 
staff lacked the capacity to deal with liai-
son and programme functions. At the same 
time, partners emphasized the importance 
of UN-Habitat providing technical expertise 
to processes. There is a need to review of-
fice priorities so that efficiency and effec-
tiveness in their technical and liaison roles 
can be maximized.

Clear reporting and accountability lines 
are not in place: Structurally, the liaison 
offices are in the Office of the Executive Di-
rector and report to it on all matters. Given 
that liaison offices are involved in advocacy, 
organizational and technical representation, 
programming, resource mobilization, infor-
mation sharing and follow-up, reporting to 
the Office of the Executive Director does not 
optimize cooperation with the rest of the 
agency in terms of substantive programme 
issues and day-to-day administration. 

V. conclusions

The liaison offices have successfully repre-
sented UN-Habitat within constraints of lim-
ited resources. The New York office has pro-
vided political representation of UN-Habitat. 
For the period from Rio+20 in 2012 to the 
Habitat III in 2016, intense political work is 
foreseen and a boost is needed either by ro-
tation of relevant staff over critical periods 
or by re-prioritizing the work of the office 
and improve technical representation. The 
liaison office in Geneva has demonstrated 
its added value, representing UN-Habitat 
in technical meetings and improving the 
visibility and recognition of UN-Habitat’s 
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technical capacity which has contributed to 
increase funding for humanitarian projects 
and forged partnerships. The Brussels office 
has shown positive results in the area of re-
source mobilization. By defining key func-
tion and priorities, the office could further 
tap into resource mobilization opportunities 
and a growing community of UN agencies 
represented in Brussels. The Washington, 
D.C., office has in a short period of time, 
demonstrated its potential for resource mo-
bilization and building of partnerships.

The achievements of the liaison offices are 
highly dependent on the local institutional 
context in which they are working, and 
the context determines to a large extent 
the prioritization of functions. This assess-
ment found that staff levels and budgets 
varied significantly between the liaison of-
fices. Over the period of 2008 to 2011, the 
budget of the liaison office has decreased 
overall, in particularly that of the Washing-
ton, D.C. and Brussels offices. At the same 
time there is no indication that the work-
load required to maintain the functions of 
the liaison offices has decreased based on 
interviews of staff at the offices and head-

quarters.

Vi. scEnarios

The future of the liaison offices, based on 
their achievements, strengths and challeng-
es has been captured in three scenarios. 
Each scenario has its advantages and disad-
vantages and builds on the individual office 
scenarios contained in the assessment of 
each of the offices.  Regardless of the option 
preferred, there is a need for policy guide-
lines on liaison offices. Their roles have to be 
redefined and aligned with the new project-

based management approach; priorities and 
clear expectations have to be articulated for 
each office;  reporting lines have be clarified 
to improve efficiency and internal collabora-
tion, and minimum resources have to be set  
aside for offices to fulfil their responsibili-
ties. Communication between offices and 
headquarters must improve.

Scenario I: Maintain the Status Quo

In the view of the limited resources available, 
the liaison offices are maintained under the 
same arrangements but each will need to be 
redefined in terms of priorities, terms of ref-
erences established, reporting lines aligned 
with the new organizational structure. This 
could strengthen the relationship between 
the offices and headquarters, but the of-
fices’ effectiveness in the delivery of results 
would only improve negligibly, at best. One 
disadvantage of maintaining the status quo 
is the lack of adequate presence and regular 
substantive inputs to technical representa-
tion, which UN-Habitat’s partners perceive 
as the agency’s lack of commitment. 

Scenario II: Concentrate on Liaison 
Functions

Liaison offices will not be much involved 
in technical representation; headquarters 
would be sending substantive inputs and 
staff to the liaison offices to participate in 
technical meetings and working groups. 
Under this option UN-Habitat liaison offices 
would, at a minimum, consist of the head of 
the office, one professional staff, one infor-
mation officer and an administrative staff. 
The offices could add stronger informa-
tion and communication function to their 
work portfolio as well as a well-structured 
resource mobilization function. Although 
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this option may lead to cost savings overall, 
one of the disadvantages of this option is 
that opportunities may be missed because 
Nairobi is located geographically far from 
key global policymakers, nodes of resource 
allocation and distribution, and centres of 
excellence. 

Scenario III: Strengthen Liaison 
Offices

The technical strengthening of the offices 
could be achieved by creating fully fledged 
substantive offices in a substantive area 
(e.g. humanitarian aid), transforming the 
office teams to match the substantive ar-
eas in question, or simply increasing staff 
capacity. To this aim, the offices could be 
integrated into the agency’s skills inventory, 
so as to enable staff swaps and rotation be-
tween headquarters and liaison offices. At 
the same time, job descriptions of liaison of-
fice staff should be reviewed and additional 
personnel assigned to offices to cover those 
areas of highest priority for UN-Habitat with 
adequate budgets approved for the of-
fices. This option could involve systematic 
integration of the liaison office staff in the 
project teams at headquarters. The scenar-
io would come with incremental costs but 
would strengthen presence, efficiency and 
effectiveness of the liaison offices. The New 
York and Geneva offices could thrive as the 
strong outposts of the UN-Habitat’s advo-
cacy, outreach and communications func-
tions and could improve their effectiveness 
on humanitarian affairs. The Washington, 
D.C. and Brussels offices could be strength-
ened and tap into donor opportunities that 
exist in the United States and the European 
Union.

Vii. KEy rEcoMMEnDaTions

recommendation 1: 

Enhance the contribution of the liaison of-
fices in the new project-based management 
approach. Changes should be considered 
in view of three scenarios, (maintain status 
quo, concentrate on liaison functions, or 
strengthening of the offices) for long-term 
decision-making on the future of the liaison 
office. Strategic guidelines should be devel-
oped based on the roles and tasks of each li-
aison office with key priorities, contribution 
to the project-based approach, and expec-
tations of headquarters and contribution to 
partnerships.

recommendation 2: 

Develop terms of reference to spell out 
the priorities and tasks of each liaison of-
fice. Heads of offices would then be held 
accountable for the delivery of the tasks 
specified. Job descriptions of liaison office 
staff also need to be reviewed to ensure 
their alignment with the new organizational 
structure. 

recommendation 3: 

Establish new reporting and communication 
lines in alignment with the organizational 
structure. Liaison offices could report on the 
administrative and management matters to 
the Office of Executive Director and the Of-
fice of Management, and provide substan-
tive reports to the Project Office. The report-
ing lines should also take into consideration 
the extent to which technical contribution 
is expected from liaison office staff and en-
suring support from substantive offices at 
headquarters in Nairobi.
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recommendation 4:

Establish, as modus operandi, that technical 
advice should be the domain of UN-Habitat 
headquarters and provided by headquarters 
substantive offices to the liaison offices. 
While the existing liaison office staff should 
strengthen their “generalist” profiles, there 
should also be a minimum number of staff 
specialized in the technical competencies 
relevant to the particular liaison office.

recommendation 5:

Clarify fundraising expectations for liaison 
offices and develop appropriate fundraising 
strategies while linking them horizontally or 
vertically to the resource mobilization struc-
tures at UN-Habitat headquarters. 
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1. InTRoDUCTIon

1.1  BacKgrounD anD 
conTEXT

The United Nations General Assembly man-
dated UN-Habitat to promote socially and 
environmentally sustainable towns and cit-
ies with the goal of providing adequate 
shelter for all. The agency has both norma-
tive and operational mandates. 

UN-Habitat was initially established in Ge-
neva in 1977 through the General Assem-
bly Resolution 32/162 as the United Na-
tions Centre for Human Settlements with 
headquarters in Nairobi, Kenya. The Geneva 
office was initially created as a mission of-
fice before the first United Nations Confer-
ence on Human Settlements in 1976 and in 
1978 it became the UN-Habitat Information  
Office for Western Europe. The New York 
office was established in 1978 for adminis-
tration purposes and with close proximity to 
the UN System and decision making bodies.

In 1996, during the second United Nations 
Conference on Human Settlements, a new 
normative mandate the Centre was added: 
to support and monitor the implementa-
tion of the Habitat Agenda. The Istanbul+5 
conference, which was a special session of 
the Generally Assembly held in 2001 on the 
implementation of the Habitat Agenda, rec-
ommended strengthening the Centre. This 
led to the decision to elevate the Centre to 
a fully-fledged “Programme”, the United 
Nations Human Settlements Programme  
(UN-Habitat) through resolution 56/206 of 

21 December 2001. Other important deci-
sions in this resolution include strengthen-
ing UN-Habitat’s normative role, designat-
ing the agency as the focal point within the 
United Nations System for human settle-
ments and establishing the World Urban 
Forum to foster dialogue and debate on hu-
man settlements. The adoption of the reso-
lution also showed commitment of United 
Nations Member States to the implementa-
tion of the Millennium Development Goal 
target of achieving a significant improve-
ment in the lives of at least 100 million slum 
dwellers by 2020. 

In 2002, governments attending the World 
Summit on Sustainable Development fur-
ther gave UN-Habitat the responsibility for 
monitoring and reporting on progress to-
wards the Millennium Development Goal 
targets on access to safe drinking water 
and halving the proportion of people who 
do not have access to basic sanitation. The 
elevation of the organization from a centre 
to a programme and the added global re-
sponsibilities resulted in expansion of the 
agency into new areas. It was also during 
this period that the Brussels Liaison Office 
was added. 

The biennial work programme for 2002-
2003 was approved with an increased bud-
get of about 30 per cent and additional staff 
posts. The programme focused on integrat-
ing normative work and technical activities 
driven by two global campaigns for secure 
tenure and urban governance. Promotion 
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of cross-cutting issues such as gender and 
youth were also prioritized. Campaign-
ing structures including the World Urban 
Forum, ministerial conferences and expert 
group meetings were also put in place. 

Commensurate with its status and substan-
tive focus, UN-Habitat’s work programme 
for 2004-2005 was structured around four 
sub-programmes corresponding to four 
divisional structures. In addition to the 
sub-programmes, the Executive Direction 
Management and the Programme Support 
Division became part of the organizational 
structures for implementation of UN-Habitat 
objectives, with all liaison offices structurally 
under the Executive Direction Management.

The Office of Internal Oversight Services’ 
2005 in-depth evaluation of UN-Habitat 
commended the organization’s achieve-
ments. However, given its broad mandate 
and limited resources, it recommended 
sharpening of UN-Habitat’s focus for 
greater impact. Thus, UN-Habitat devel-
oped the Medium-Term Strategic and In-
stitutional Plan (MTSIP) for 2008-2013 to 
strengthen the programme and channel 
delivery through six focus areas: advocacy, 
monitoring and partnerships; urban plan-
ning, management and governance; land 
and housing; urban infrastructure and basic 
services; human settlements financing; and 
excellence in management. With the intent 
of increasing partnership, the Washington 
office was established in 2007.

The implementation of the first phase of the 
MTSIP (2008-2009) was assessed in a 2010 
peer review. The review recommended fur-
ther reforms including the establishment 
of an organizational structure to achieve 

better results within priority areas; estab-
lishment of cooperation mechanisms at all 
levels; and intensification of efforts to raise 
the agency’s profile. In rationalizing the or-
ganizational structure to optimize efficiency, 
productivity, transparency and accountabil-
ity, the agency has adopted a project-based 
management approach. The evaluation of 
its liaison offices aims at enhancing their 
contribution towards improving the agen-
cy’s performance in the new project-based 
organization.

1.2 rolE anD FuncTions oF 
liaison oFFicEs

The prime function of a liaison office is to 
represent UN-Habitat. These offices are in 
cities of global importance, hosting United 
Nations agencies, international institutions, 
multilateral and non-governmental organi-
zations. Moreover, these are cities in which 
donors provide a wide diversity of oppor-
tunities for UN-Habitat. The liaison offices 
are to use every opportunity to market the 
mandate and activities of UN-Habitat. 

The generic functions of the liaison offices 
can be summarized as follows:

 � Organizational and technical rep-
resentation, acting as representa-
tives of UN-Habitat in numerous 
events, meetings, some being politi-
cal and others technical

 � Forging partnerships with United 
Nations agencies, intergovernmen-
tal and regional organizations, insti-
tutions, donors as well as civil society
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 � Advocacy and marketing of  
UN-Habitat priorities and pro-
grammes/products

 � Information sharing and follow-
up, channelling information between 
various departments of UN-Habitat 
with other United Nations agencies 
and relevant intergovernmental and 
regional organizations

 � Mobilizing resources from devel-
opment partners, including donors

With the exception of that of Geneva, the  
liaison offices are not involved in pro-
gramme and project formulation and imple-
mentation. The functions — representation, 
advocacy, resource mobilization, informa-
tion sharing and follow-up, and partnership 
— are carried out by each office at different 
degrees. Liaison office staff members spend 
considerable time on organizational repre-
sentation. Technical representation, on the 
other hand, depends upon: (i) the capacity 
of the liaison offices; and (ii) the extent to 
which headquarters staff are able to engage 
with the liaison offices.

1.3 PurPosE anD oBJEcTiVEs 
oF ThE EValuaTion

The purpose of the evaluation was to assess 
the role and functions of the liaison offices, 
identify constraints and challenges, and 
provide recommendations to UN-Habitat 
management on how to enhance the work 
of the offices and their contribution to im-
prove efficiency, effectiveness, productivity 
and accountability of the agency in the new 
project-based management approach. The 
evaluation findings and recommendations 
would feed into the agency’s overall reform. 

The reform is intended to contribute to 
help rationalizing the organizational struc-
ture and to optimize effectiveness, effi-
ciency, productivity, transparency as well 
as accountability in delivering the agency’s 
mandate at the country, regional and global 
levels. The main characteristic of the pro-
posed organizational reform is the project-
based management approach, which brings 
together the normative and operational 
work under each project. All projects will 
be managed through a Project Accrual 
and Accounting System. This evaluation of  
UN-Habitat’s liaison offices in Brussels, Ge-
neva, New York and Washington, D.C. 
was carried out as task 118 of the One  
UN-Habitat Action Plan of 19 October 2011 
to assess implications of the agency’s new 
reform on its liaison offices. 

The specific objectives of the evaluation, as 
provided in the terms of references (Annex 
I), requested an assessment of:

(a) Effectiveness of liaison offices in rep-
resenting UN-Habitat, particularly in 
inter-agency meetings;

(b) Efficiency of the liaison offices in ad-
vocacy and sharing of information be-
tween UN-Habitat and other United 
Nations agencies and intergovernmen-
tal institutions;

(c) Effectiveness of the offices in increas-
ing UN-Habitat’s visibility and dissemi-
nating information on UN-Habitat’s 
mission, work programme and activi-
ties;

(d) Effectiveness of relationships of the of-
fices with relevant partners;
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(e) Productivity, transparency and ac-
countability of the offices;

(f) Effectiveness of resource mobilization 
by the offices.

The evaluation would provide recommen-
dations on how the offices could contrib-
ute to UN-Habitat’s new project approach. 
The recommendations would also take into 
account the specific tasks assigned to each 
office and would be supported by individual 
scenarios providing two to three options as 
well as an overall scenario for improving the 
efficiency and effectiveness of the offices in 
the future. 

1.4  ouTlinE oF ThE rEPorT

Chapter 1 is on introduction, and presents 
the context and background of the liaison 
offices, the purpose and objectives of the 
evaluation. Chapter 2 describes the evalu-
ation methodology. Chapter 3 presents the 
main evaluation findings with emphasis on 
background, achievements, challenges and 
scenarios. Chapter 4 is on the conclusions, 
challenges and scenarios, as well as key rec-
ommendations for the future of the liaison 
offices.
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2. eValUaTIon aPPRoaCH,  
MeTHoDoloGY anD lIMITaTIons

2.1  aPProach anD 
METhoDology

The evaluation was based on key evaluation 
criteria of efficiency and effectiveness. It ex-
amined the extent to which the offices had 
delivered against their key functions, iden-
tified challenges and assessed the implica-
tions of the Agency’s reform on the role and 
functions of the liaison offices.

The evaluation made use of various meth-
ods for data and information collection. It 
began with a desk review of relevant docu-
ments including documents related to the 
reform process followed by staff interviews 
conducted at the liaison offices in New York, 
Washington, D.C., Geneva and Brussels. 
The evaluation also relied heavily on inter-
views with staff at UN-Habitat headquarters 
and the agency’s partners. The evaluation 
team met and discussed with key partners, 
in particular those in New York and Geneva, 
to gain a better understanding of and iden-
tify concerns of the offices. In addition, a 
questionnaire that captured views on the 
scope and work of the offices from staff and 

headquarters was administered. The list of 
people interviewed and respondents to the 
e-mail survey is appended in Annex II. 

The evaluation was managed and conduct-
ed by the Evaluation Unit with the support 
of an external consultant, Ms. Nefise Bazo-
glu. The evaluation took place over the pe-
riod from November 2011 to March 2012.

2.2 liMiTaTions

The evaluation was less comprehensive 
than a full scale evaluation but applied key 
principles of such an assessment, including 
triangulation of information. Due to time 
limitations, it was impossible to conduct 
interviews with all external stakeholders, 
in particular the representatives of national 
governments in the cities hosting the liai-
son offices. Another limitation was that 
an in-depth cost-benefit analysis of the  
offices could not be carried out at the time 
of the evaluation because of the difficulties 
encountered in collating different budget 
sources. 
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3. eValUaTIon fInDInGs

3.1 KEy FinDings oF ThE 
EValuaTion

This chapter has two sections. The first sec-
tion (3.1) presents the findings of the as-
sessment of the liaison offices. It provides 
a description of the background, achieve-
ments, challenges and scenarios for each 
office. Staffing levels, budget and achieve-
ments of the liaison offices were assessed 
against their expected functions in terms of 
organizational and technical representation, 
partnerships, advocacy, information sharing 
and fundraising. The next section (3.2) con-
tains an analysis of strategic and operational 
issues of systemic nature affecting the ef-
ficiency and effectiveness of the liaison of-
fices.

3.1.1  nEW yorK liaison oFFicE

office Background

New York City hosts the headquarters and 
secretariat of the United Nations Organi-
zation and for this alone the city is impor-
tant in the world development context. 
The United Nations General Assembly, the 
United Nations Security Council, the United  
Nations Economic and Social Council, and 
the headquarters of a number of the orga-
nization’s agencies such as United Nations 
Development Programme, the United Na-
tions Children’s Fund all operate from New 
York City. In addition, the city is host to a 
number of multilateral and non-govern-
mental organizations, companies and cen-
tres of knowledge. 

The New York Liaison Office was established 
in 1978. Its capacity, however, remained 
quite low (one professional and one general 
services staff) until the early 2000s. The ca-
pacity of the office was increased when the 
United Nations Centre for Human Settle-
ments was elevated to the Human Settle-
ments Programme in 2001. Currently, the 
office has five professionals (1 D-1, 1 P-5, 
1 P-4, and 1 P-3, and a junior professional 
officer). In addition, the office frequently 
uses interns for its work. Table 3.1, provides 
a summary of approved funds for the office 
over the last four years. However, the table 
does not include staff costs. The approved 
budgets decreased by 67 per cent from USD 
64,000 in 2009 to USD 21,042 in 2011. In-
formation on actual resources allocated to 
the office in 2011 was not provided to the 
evaluation team. The Programme Support 
Division informed that such information 
was difficult to collate because office costs 
were taken from different sources in 2011 
and not necessarily from approved budgets. 
The office does not pay rent (N/A) because 
it is housed in the United Nations building. 
Table 3.1, which excludes staff costs, does 
not allow for a detailed cost-benefit analy-
sis. However, the table clearly indicates that, 
aside from staff, the liaison operation in 
New York has a very limited budget. 
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achievements

Organizational and technical repre-
sentation: The New York Liaison Office 
has successfully represented the corporate 
management of UN-Habitat at the United 
Nations Secretariat. This in itself could be 
considered an achievement; the organiza-
tional machinery of headquarters and the 
intergovernmental processes organizational 
machinery have developed over decades, 
which dictates a wide array of standards and 
bureaucratic requirements are labour inten-
sive and time-consuming to follow. The of-
fice has also been successful in representing 
UN-Habitat on the inter-agency front where 
liaising work has increased exponentially, as 
a necessary outcome of working towards 
the “One United Nations” goal. 

The potential added value of the New York 
office is its role in following up work pro-
gramme approval processes at the United 
Nations Secretariat. The office has continu-
ally lobbied with allies among delegates to 
the General Assembly for approval of the 
proposed regular budget. In addition, Unit-
ed Nations policymaking organs are in New 
York, where negotiations of critical resolu-

tions take place. For instance, the adop-
tion of Resolution on Human Settlements 
by Member States of the General Assem-
bly in 2011 acknowledged the importance 
of Habitat III and established national and 
global strategies to promote sustainable ur-
banization. Additionally, the Commission on 
Sustainable Development’s adoption in May 
2011 of urban mobility and pro-poor sani-
tation as critical ingredients of sustainable 
development indicates the effectiveness of 
the New York office in advocating and pro-
moting UN-Habitat’s priorities. It was due to 
the major revisions of the programme docu-
ment that UN-Habitat headquarters made 
for the intergovernmental negotiations 
that push through the resolution. Natural-
ly, these achievements have resulted from 
teamwork between the Executive Director, 
the Office of the Executive Director and the 
Programme Support Division, as well as the 
substantive programmes. Usually, liaison of-
fices carry out the corporate vision set up 
at headquarters, but the relation is not lin-
ear as the New York staff and management 
have to use their judgement and initiative 
in representing the organization and guid-
ing the Executive Director on the political 

 Item  2008  2009  2010  2011

Travel 28 708 35 000 35 254 7 237

Office Costs 21 000 20 500 15 025 7 280

Office Rent N/A N/A N/A N/A

Miscellaneous 7 500 8 500 3 050 6 525

 Total 57 208 64 000 53 329 21 042

Source: UN-Habitat Programme Support Division, 2012

TaBlE 3.1:  New York Office Allocated Budgets for 2008 – 2011 (in USD)
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dynamics and nuances which, in turn, could 
feed into the corporate vision. Milestone 
documents prepared by headquarters in 
Nairobi, in some cases, undergo a critical re-
formulation (much beyond editing) in order 
to be able to increase UN-Habitat’s negoti-
ating power in New York. 

The pattern of collaboration between  
UN-Habitat headquarters and the New York 
office, in substantive areas, shows that 
teams at headquarters prepare technical 
documents while the New York office con-
duct lobbying and networking. Often, the 
New York office reviews and modifies these 
technical documents to conform to the 
Secretariat’s format. Although it may not 
be perceived as such, the evaluation team 
concludes that there is a reasonably good 
rapport between the work of headquarters 
and the New York office as most resolutions 
during the Commission of Sustainable De-
velopment, UN-Women and UN-Water have 
been adopted in the way the agency has 
formulated them.

Partnerships: The New York office partici-
pates in a wide range of working groups 
and taskforces providing substantive in-
puts to policies and programmes. This 
participation has increased the visibility of  
UN-Habitat work amongst other United 
Nations agencies and partners. The partici-
pation of the office in the Executive Com-
mittee for Humanitarian Affairs (ECHA) 
and the Inter-Agency Standing Committee 
(IASC), the supporting efforts of the Geneva  
Office, the Regional Offices and the Disas-
ter Management Section raise the profile of 
UN-Habitat in the humanitarian community. 
The community sees UN-Habitat as adding 

value, particularly in the protection (emer-
gency response) and shelter (early recovery) 
clusters of humanitarian response, but also 
in the inter-agency platforms on issues of 
land, housing and planning — substantive 
issues which are the niche of UN-Habitat. 
Participation in the Executive Committee is 
crucial as about 60 per cent of UN-Habitat’s 
budget comes from humanitarian aid. 

The office is proving to be instrumental in 
pushing UN-Habitat towards the new proj-
ect-based reform approach; the new part-
nerships forged for the emerging projects 
of the UN-Habitat are evidence of this ef-
fort. A significant example is the initiative 
transforming cities through place-making 
and public spaces, where the office initiated 
and supported the formalization of a part-
nership between the UN-Habitat and the 
Project for Public Spaces, a New York non-
profit organization founded in 1975 with a 
mission to create and sustain public places 
that build communities. This strategic new 
partnership is directly linked to the Urban 
Planning and Design Branch. 

Advocacy: New York hosts a wide range of 
international conferences and events. The 
liaison office has used these occasions as 
an entry point to promote UN-Habitat’s mis-
sion and priorities. This has resulted in in-
corporating sustainable urbanization issues 
in reports of the High Level Committee on 
Programmes, the Executive Committee for 
Economic and Social Affairs, the United Na-
tions Development Group, for example. It 
has also promoted major UN-Habitat events 
such as World Habitat Day, World Water 
Day, and the World Urban Forum. In addi-
tion, the New York office continues to sup-
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port partnerships such as the Earth Institute 
at Columbia University and feeds directly 
into projects on land, legislation and gov-
ernance, as well as research and capacity-
building projects. 

The office has made good use of students 
from the distinguished universities of New 
York working as interns, especially for on-
line advocacy. This group, which the junior 
professional officer and other young profes-
sionals coordinate, has successfully put the 
UN-Habitat mandate on the map of social 
media. Currently, UN-Habitat’s mandate 
feature widely on Twitter and Facebook due 
to the activities of the interns. 

Information sharing: The information 
and communication activities of the office 
(by a communications expert working as a 

consultant) have improved the sharing of 
information. As a result, promotion of ma-
jor UN-Habitat events, including the World 
Water Day, World Habitat Day, launches of 
the Global Report on Human Settlements, 
and of the Haiti Operations as Shelter Clus-
ter are fully integrated in the activities of the 
United Nations Department of Public Infor-
mation, an indication of improved efficiency 
and effectiveness of UN-Habitat advocacy 
activities, which have contributed to the  
urban cause. 

challenges

 � The office operates on a reactive 
strategy. Priorities are unclear. Al-
though the New York Liaison Office 
is on a steep learning curve in being 
more selective regarding the over-

Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon (front, centre) and Executive Director, UN-Habitat, Joan Clos with mayors 
and regional authorities on sustainable development and the UN Rio+20 Conference at United Nations 
Headquarters in New York. The meeting was organized by UN-Habitat, 2012 © united nations
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whelming demands of the United 
Nations’ intergovernmental and the 
inter-agency machinery, staff mem-
bers continue attending, to the ex-
tent possible, all of these intergov-
ernmental or inter-agency meetings. 
The lack of proactive strategies pri-
oritizing UN-Habitat’s involvement 
affects the delivery of the office in 
other areas as described below.

 � Opportunities that New York City 
offers as potential entry points 
to resource mobilization, advoca-
cy, learning and partnerships are 
missed. The plethora of non-govern-
mental organizations; the vitality of 
the information and communication 
sector; and the centres of excellence 
remain unexplored. That the New 
York Liaison Office maintains its rela-
tionships with the traditional partners 
such as the Huairou Commission and 
the Earth Institute. However, there is 
room for wider partner outreach and 
to tap into non-conventional ways 
of doing business. An example is the 
unused avenue of online fundraising 
opportunities. 

 � There is need to improve tech-
nical representation, in view of 
the professional staff capacity avail-
able. While the office staff mem-
bers are highly successful in political 
representation, the same conclu-
sion cannot be drawn on represent-
ing the substantive core mandate of  
UN-Habitat. The headquarters staff 
members often claim that liaison 
office colleagues fail to represent  
UN-Habitat adequately at inter-agen-

cy meetings and continue to ask 
headquarters for briefing notes. This 
situation is due to the lack of time for 
staff in New York and the confusion 
between the liaison office and head-
quarters over their respective roles 
and responsibilities. The evaluation 
team found that the value that the 
liaison offices added was appreciated 
during the milestone events (such as 
the Commission for Sustainable De-
velopment) in which relevant offic-
ers from headquarters participate. 
The criticism from the headquarters’ 
teams applies to technical represen-
tation for the more routine activities 
of the intergovernmental and inter-
agency set up. Professional staff 
members at UN-Habitat headquar-
ters suggested that the New York 
staff could train themselves to be 
better generalists by reading the re-
ports and knowledge products avail-
able to them, thereby become more 
self-reliant. 

 � Integration of the information 
function in the New York office’s 
work is less than optimal. The New 
York office is active in two specialized 
areas: humanitarian aid, information 
and communications. Responsibili-
ties related to the humanitarian aid 
programme are coordinated with  
offices in Nairobi and Geneva, where-
as a consultant undertakes the infor-
mation and communications func-
tion which needs to be integrated 
better into the work of UN-Habitat. 
Because the communications con-
sultant recently working in the liai-
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son office was viewed in a “guest 
capacity”, operating freely and 
equipped with resources in a gener-
ally resource-poor office environment 
could easily have created managerial 
problems. UN-Habitat’s information 
work in New York is too important 
to be hampered by managerial issues 
that might hinder the effectiveness 
of the consultant in the near future. 

 � Resource mobilization is not a 
mandate of the New York of-
fice. While New York is a hub of 
the global corporate world, the pri-
vate sector and donors; the office 
has not yet tapped into the potential 
these institutions offer UN-Habitat. 
So far, the office has failed to devote 
enough time to resources mobiliza-
tion because its mandate excludes 
this activity. Moreover, the focal 
point for foundations and funds is 
at the Washington, D.C., Liaison Of-
fice. The New York office, however, 
experiments with the online resource 
mobilization paths. However, these 
initiatives cannot yet be taken due 
to the absence of a legal framework 
of the United Nations Secretariat for 
fundraising online. 

conclusions

The New York office has been successful 
over the years in the political representa-
tion of UN-Habitat. However, with Rio+20 
in 2012 and the Habitat III in 2016, quick 
solutions should be found to the main chal-
lenges discussed above. For this extraordi-
nary period, which requires intense political 
work, a boost is needed either by rotation 

of relevant staff over critical periods or by 
urgently tackling the main challenges. 

The senior management of UN-Habitat 
need to define a strategy of operations for 
the New York liaison office, which would 
strike the optimal balance between United 
Nations matters and those related to New 
York City. The current “introvert” nature of 
the New York liaison office could be trans-
formed to more “extrovert” one and as-
sume a reasonable dose of a “New Yorker” 
identity. This could be done by strengthen-
ing outreach to partners. Slowly, the office 
is beginning to explore opportunities in 
the city that are outside the circle of con-
ventional partners, such as with Project for 
Public Space. However, other opportunities 
remain untapped. 

With the new reform and project-based 
management approach, there is need to re-
define the terms of reference for the office, 
balancing the internal and external duties of 
representing UN-Habitat. Without agreed 
priorities, expected accomplishments and 
indicators of achievements it is difficult to 
measure the effectiveness of the office.

Reporting and communication between the 
office and headquarters require improve-
ment as the current modus operandi fails to 
encourage collaboration between the two; 
between the New York and Geneva offices; 
and between the New York and Washing-
ton, D.C., offices.  

The reporting line of the non-liaison and 
the political representation functions should 
be vertically tied to the individual projects 
or strategic functions in Nairobi. More spe-
cifically, the Professional Officer at P-4 level 
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working on humanitarian aid should also 
report to the Risk Reduction and Rehabili-
tation Branch; the information consultant 
(or officer) should also report to the Ad-
vocacy, Information and Communications 
Unit at headquarters, and so on. In order to 
guide the strategic approach and priorities 
that will shape the terms of reference for 
the New York Liaison Office, the evaluation 
team proposes three possible scenarios: 

Scenario 1: Maintain status quo.

The office continues to operate within its 
current work package, which embodies 
a strong liaison function combined with a 
defined niche in humanitarian aid coupled 
with a strategic focus on information and 
communication. To alleviate current bottle-
necks, reporting and staffing issues need to 
be resolved. This can be done by instating 
a vertical reporting relationship to head-
quarters on thematic functions; improving 
technical representation; streamlining at-
tendance at United Nations meetings; bet-
ter defining the niche areas of staff accord-
ing their experience and background; and 
bringing the New York City factor into the 
liaison office’s work. 

Scenario 2: Expand the office so it 
formally embraces the information 
and communications function 
within its work portfolio. 

Although the work of the office has tradi-
tionally focused on liaison functions, de-
mands dictate a strengthening of tasks that 
go beyond this and into the areas of disaster 
management, information and communica-
tions. A more established standing needs to 
be given to information and communica-
tion, by providing better defined teamwork, 

in view of the vast opportunities that New 
York and the United Nations offer in the 
area of advocacy, information and commu-
nications. 

Scenario 3: Expand the office to 
include resource mobilization, 
information and communications 
functions. 

The office becomes more outreach-oriented 
within New York and carves out a niche for 
the resource mobilization function, either 
by bringing in specialized capacity or train-
ing the existing staff. The office taps into 
the vast resource opportunities that exist in 
New York and North America as a whole, 
including online and non-conventional re-
source mobilization strategies. 

The office responsible for resource mobili-
zation at UN-Habitat’s headquarters could 
benefit from the experience of the United 
Nations Children’s Fund and other United 
Nations agencies that excel in online fund-
raising. If the resource mobilization function 
is given a more visible and formal place in 
the New York office then the staff should 
report to the resource mobilization office 
at headquarters. The senior management 
could also consider dividing responsibilities 
as focal points for donors and partners ac-
cording to the location. The New York office 
would be the focal point for organizations 
and foundations in the city, while the Wash-
ington, D.C., office would be focal point for 
foundations, the Inter-American Develop-
ment Bank and other organizations in the 
United States capital. 
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3.1.2 gEnEVa liaison oFFicE

office Background

The Geneva office was initially created as a 
mission office before the first Conference 
on Human Settlements in 1976. The office 
was run by a general staff member until 
1989, when a professional was assigned the 
task. After several Disaster Management 
Programme missions from headquarters to 
Geneva, and taking advantage of a large 
humanitarian system reform that took place 
in Geneva in 2005, a Professional Officer 
at P-4 level from the Disaster Management 
Programme was relocated to the Geneva 
office in 2005. The officer was given three 
main objectives: (1) be involved in the Inter-
Agency Standing Committee Humanitarian 
Reform; (2) represent UN-Habitat in the Hu-
manitarian Cluster Approach System; and 
(3) facilitate UN-Habitat membership of the 
Inter-Agency Standing Committee. 

The transfer of the staff member, who was 
specialized in humanitarian aid, also marked 
the expansion of the Geneva office from 
that of a purely liaison function to a semi-
technical entity. Later in 2006, another staff 
member (P-5 level) was seconded to the 

Office for the Coordination of Humanitar-
ian Affairs and joined the Geneva office. In 
addition, a Professional Officer at P-4 level 
from the Asia and the Pacific Regional Of-
fice was posted to Geneva. The Geneva of-
fice is now staffed by one Chief (D-1 level), 
two Professional Officers at P-5 level, one 
at P-4 level and two at General Staff level. 
Table 3.2 shows funds approved for the Ge-
neva office, which indicates that a substan-
tial part of resources is spent on office rent.1 

achievements 

The achievements of the office result from 
teamwork with the headquarters, regional 
offices, country teams and networks; and 
the Geneva office management and staff. 
Despite a moderate level of technical and 
substantive roles, the liaison role is very sig-
nificant. The conventional liaison role of the 
office is mostly catalytic. 

1  Offices costs are not included in the costs 
for 2011. The office costs were not part of 
the approved funds but covered from dif-
ferent sources. At the time of the evaluation 
the Programme Support Division was not 
able to provide information on sources and 
amounts.

Items 2008 2009 2010 2011

Staff Costs 5 000 4 000 - -

Travel 40 022 40 000 20 000 7 237

Office Costs 24 000 30 300 10 550  -

Office Rent - 132 000 126 591 152 068

Miscellaneous 40 300 35 500 5 000 18 450

Total 109 322 241 800 162 141 177 755

TaBlE 3.2: Geneva Office Allocated Budgets for 2008 – 2011 (in USD)

Source: UN-Habitat Programme Support Division 2012
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Organizational and Technical Repre-
sentation: The Geneva office has focused 
mainly on humanitarian activities, repre-
senting UN-Habitat among humanitarian 
partners and in the Inter-Agency Standing 
Committee Working Group and Reference 
Groups for Meeting Humanitarian Chal-
lenges in Urban Areas. This has resulted in 
improved visibility and recognition of UN-
Habitat’s unique technical capacity in the 
humanitarian field.

Partnerships: UN-Habitat Geneva part-
ners include the Office of the United Na-
tions High Commissioner for Refugees, the 
World Health Organization, the Interna-
tional Organization for Immigration, The  
International Federation of Red Cross and 
Red Crescent Societies, the Norwegian Ref-
ugee Council, the United Nations Develop-
ment Programme, the United Nations Popu-
lations Fund, the World Food Programme, 
the Food and Agricultural Organization of 
the United Nations, the United Nations In-
ternational Strategy for Disaster Reduction 
and non–governmental organization con-
sortia. The technical capacity on humanitar-
ian aid helped strengthen the partnerships 
of the Disaster Management Programme at  
UN-Habitat headquarters over the last de-
cade with other organizations, as well as 
with the Inter-Agency Standing Committee. 
New partnerships have also been forged 
with the International Labour Organization, 
for example. 

Advocacy: The office has collaborated with 
partners in advocacy activities. It has pro-
duced normative products under the aegis 
of the Inter-Agency Standing Committee 
Strategy and Action Plan for Meeting Hu-
manitarian Challenges in Urban Areas; Land 

and Natural Disasters: Guidance for Practi-
tioners. It has also produced shelter needs 
assessment tools for the Assessment and 
Classification of Emergencies (ACE) Proj-
ect: Mapping of Key Emergency Needs As-
sessment and Analysis Initiative; and pub-
lished a series on Shelter Projects (catalogue 
published annually); and Local Estimate of 
Needs for Shelter and Settlement (LENSS) 
Tool Kit—a useful means for assessing 
housing and settlement needs after a crisis. 
Partner organizations, UNHCR and IFRC, 
have appreciated collaborating with the Ge-
neva office and expressed interest in con-
tinuing the collaboration in the future. The 
United Nations Development Programme 
(UNDP) believes that UN-Habitat’s expertise 
and mandate in human settlements makes 
it an invaluable addition to the humanitar-
ian aid effort. 

Fundraising: The office has actively partici-
pated in the Consolidated Appeals Process 
that the Office for the Coordination of Hu-
manitarian Affairs has directed and in the 
Central Emergency Relief Fund, facilitating 
the approval of funding for UN-Habitat 
humanitarian projects. This has resulted 
in increase of humanitarian financing for  
UN-Habitat field projects over the last three 
years through the Appeal Process, the Flash 
Appeal and Relief Fund (USD 6.1 million in 
2009, USD 18.7 million in 2010, and USD 
80.4 million in 2011). An important reason 
for these achievements is the harmonious 
teamwork that existed between UN-Habitat 
headquarters and the Geneva office. 
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challenges

Lack of a corporate strategy for the role 
of the Geneva office: There is not a cor-
porate strategy that specifies the role of the 
liaison office. While a number of alternative 
routes could be chosen for the direction 
in which this office could evolve, the chal-
lenges of the Geneva office are made under 
the assumption that the office should be a 
substantive and technical office with mini-
mal liaison functions. 

Absence of strategic guidance and co-
ordination with headquarters: The office 
has operated without an agreed strategy on 
what humanitarian aid work should be di-
vided between headquarters, the offices in 
Geneva and New York and how to share the 
credits for achievements. 

Poor understanding of the value added 
by the Geneva office: Linked to the lack 
of guidance, strategy and the blurred su-
pervisory relationships is the perception at 
headquarters that the Geneva office oper-
ates independently from regional offices 

and country teams. Some directors inter-
viewed at headquarters were critical of the 
Geneva office taking on programmatic work 
(and capacity), which is meant to remain 
with the core programme in Nairobi. As a 
result, according to the Geneva team, tech-
nical support from and engagement of the 
headquarters team is weak. In addition, the 
managers at the Geneva office perceive that 
the liaison office does not get due credit for 
its work. For instance, the office supports 
fundraising through the Consolidated Ap-
peal Process and the Central Emergency Re-
lief Fund, but when the funds are approved 
they are sent to the regions and countries 
where projects are implemented; the office 
receives no funding for resource mobiliza-
tion activities. 

Representation: The representation of 
UN-Habitat by the Geneva office has been 
ad hoc. Lack of terms of references for the 
office overwhelms the staff and manage-
ment, who are anxious to cover meetings 
that at times seem interesting but are not 
necessarily relevant or a priority. This may 

The annual Shelter Projects publication provides a compilation of shelter programmes targeting humanitarian 
managers and shelter programme staff from local, national and international organizations. © un-habitat
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not be attributed to the lack of capacity per 
se, but due to the particular skills composi-
tion of staff. 

Sharing of information with headquar-
ters is below the desired level: Although 
part of the Geneva office’s functions is to 
participate in intergovernmental and inter-
agency meetings and to share information 
with UN-Habitat headquarters, participation 
in such meetings has been ad hoc. 

Limited capacity to provide substantive 
support to global programmes: The Ge-
neva office may seem overstaffed, however, 
its technical capacity is insufficient to cover 
disaster management, risk reduction emer-
gency and rehabilitation work. Only one 
of its four professional staff members has 
a background in the field of emergencies 
and rehabilitation. Without clear descrip-
tions of posts that are aligned with humani-
tarian work for liaising with Geneva-based 
organizations, the technical capacity in the 
Geneva office remains limited. The United 
Nations Development Programme, the Of-
fice for the Coordination of Humanitarian 
Affairs and the Office of the United Nations 
High Commissioner for Refugees have re-
affirmed the need for a technically strong  
UN-Habitat in dealing with various proj-
ects. The United Nations Development 
Programme believes that UN-Habitat has 
expertise to offer in solving humanitarian 
crises but rarely finds it present in the work-
ing groups dealing with issues of substance. 

Unclear reporting lines and weak ac-
countability: Lack of clear reporting lines 
between the substantive section at head-
quarters, the Disaster Management Pro-
gramme and the humanitarian aid function 

in the Geneva office significantly weakens 
accountability and affects performance of 
that office. The office officially reports to 
the UN-Habitat Office of the Executive Di-
rector, which has no capacity to supervise 
on humanitarian issues. 

Missed programme opportunities on 
information and communications:  
The Geneva office could make more effi-
cient use of the city, as does the one in New 
York. One strategic organizational function 
with a high potential to flourish is the area 
of information and communications, which 
could benefit from collaboration with the 
wide range of institutions in Geneva. 

conclusions

The Geneva Liaison Office has demonstrated 
its added value in terms of being a resource 
to the Geneva-based international humani-
tarian community. The office represents 
UN-Habitat in technical meetings and has 
improved the visibility and recognition of 
the agency’s unique technical capacity, con-
tributed increased funding for humanitarian 
projects and forged partnerships. There is, 
however, a need to further strengthen its 
technical competence by realigning its skills 
composition so it can be a more effective 
player in the international humanitarian 
community. 

The office’s working relationship and en-
gagement with headquarters has not been 
optimal and representation in intergovern-
mental meetings has been ad hoc. There 
is a need to clarify functions of the office, 
develop terms of reference and revisit job 
descriptions of professional staff to ensure 
alignment with the new project-based 
structure. Existing reporting and communi-
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cation lines should also be reviewed in light 
of the new project-based structure.

This evaluation proposes three scenarios, 
below, to guide the development of the 
terms of reference for the office:

Scenario 1: Maintain the status quo

A semi-autonomous office that is semi-
specialized in humanitarian aid with room 
for improvement on representation and 
other functions. The reporting lines with 
the headquarters are limited to the Office 
of the Executive Director, not the substan-
tive agenda, the Disaster Management 
Programme. Remedial steps, such as better 
planning of how to build the capacity of the 
existing staff could be implemented. Keep-
ing the status quo would imply that most 
of the structural challenges stated above 
would remain. 

Scenario 2: Fully specialized 
thematic office on humanitarian aid

A nearly fully autonomous office that fol-
lows private sector principles for sharing 
credits and financial resources; for example, 
funds raised by the office is shared. This 
scenario would be justified in view of the 
myriads of demands coming from partners 
in Geneva for UN-Habitat technical exper-
tise and of the substantial share of funds for 
humanitarian aid in UN-Habitat’s budget. 
This scenario, however, would create some 
organizational problems. First, this path 
would jeopardize the teamwork between 
headquarters and the Geneva office. Sec-
ond, if more staff is added to the Geneva 
office, the distribution of human resources 
between the headquarters and the Geneva 
office would be skewed. 

Scenario 3: Semi-specialized on 
humanitarian aid and full liaison 
office with information and 
communications function

This scenario suggests a streamlined hu-
manitarian aid role rather than an ambitious 
expansion of the office. Added expertise for 
filling the existing knowledge void on di-
saster management, risk reduction and re-
habilitation would contribute to improving 
the effectiveness of the office. This scenario 
would work well if the reporting lines of the 
staff member engaged in humanitarian aid 
are aligned with the Risk Reduction and Re-
habilitation Branch. 

A critical strategic function to add to the 
work portfolio of the Geneva office would 
be information and communications. The 
office could also expand its advocacy and 
representation role on human rights as the 
Office of the High Commissioner for Human 
Rights as well as other agencies in Geneva 
dealing with human rights. 

3.1.3  BrussEls liaison oFFicE

office Background

The Brussels Liaison Office was established 
in February 2001 to improve UN-Habitat 
relations with the European Union and its 
institutions, including others such as the 
European Network of Implementing De-
velopment Agencies; the member states’ 
Permanent Representations to the Euro-
pean Union; the Government of Belgium; 
the Northern European bilateral donors; 
international institutions such as the Afri-
can, Caribbean and Pacific Group of States’ 
bodies; civil society organizations; and  
media networks. At present, the Brussels of-
fice is located in the United Nations House, 
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which accommodates more than 20 United 
Nations Agencies. It is the only UN-Habitat 
Liaison Office headed by a staff member at 
Professional Level, assisted by an adminis-
trative assistant at General Service G-4 level. 
Table 3.3 shows annual budgets approved 
for the Brussels office for 2008-2011. The 
Programme Support Division did not pro-
vide office rent costs for 2010 and 2011 be-
cause the costs were covered from various 
sources and not the approved budgets.

achievements

The achievements summarized below are 
not attributed to the Brussels office alone 
but to teamwork between the liaison office 
and UN-Habitat headquarters’ programmes 
and staff of projects. The activities described 
below are labour-intensive in nature and 
there is a long gestation period in dealing 
with a large organization like the European 
Union. In moving through the arduous proj-
ect approval processes patience helps, but 
substantive knowledge of the liaison office 
staff, even as generalists, is a strong asset. 
The office has also successfully nurtured re-
lationships with partners. 

Organizational and Technical Represen-
tation: The Brussels office has represented 
UN-Habitat in the European Union and its 
subsidiary bodies and institutions, advocat-
ing policy dialogue which has led to im-
proved working relations between the two 
bodies. The office has delivered outreach 
activities targeting European Union policy-
makers and the Africa, Caribbean, Pacific 
Group of States; mobilized the Council of 
the European Union (i.e., Council of Minis-
ters) and other European Union institutions 
to support UN-Habitat. These activities have 
resulted in the inclusion of urbanization is-
sues on the European Union’s development 
agenda; this was not the case before the 
establishment of the Brussels office. Despite 
the limited resources, the office has also 
represented UN-Habitat in relevant inter-
national conferences, workshops, meetings 
and seminars in Europe.

Advocacy: The Brussels office has contrib-
uted to increasing awareness of the urban 
challenges in the European Union (EU). 
This has resulted in a number of European 
Commission and UN-Habitat joint confer-
ences as well as to voluntary contribution 
to UN-Habitat’s programmes and activi-

Items 2008 2009 2010 2011

Travel 25 000 30 000 30 000 17 000

Office Costs 35 000 21 500 4 300 9 500

Office Rent 50 200 46 000 - -

Miscellaneous 29 500 26 800 19 050 14 495

Total 139 700 124 300 53 350 40 995

TaBlE 3.3: Brussels Office Allocated Budgets for 2008 – 2011 (in USD)

Source: UN-Habitat Programme Support Division 2012
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ties. This is evident from the memoranda of  
understanding between UN-Habitat and the 
Secretariat of the African, Caribbean and 
Pacific Group of States (ACP) in 2004; with 
the European Commission in 2006; and 
with the Committee of the Regions in 2010.  
In addition, global events and conferences 
have been celebrated in Brussels, including 
the World Habitat Day (2002), the European 
Commission and UN-Habitat Nanjing Inter-
national Conference on Sustainable Urban 
Development (2005) in Nanjing, China; the 
European Commission and UN-Habitat Re-
gional Workshop on Urbanization Challeng-
es in Africa (2005) in Nairobi, Kenya. Others 
are the Tripartite ACP, EU and UN-Habitat 
Conference on Urbanization Challenges 
and Poverty Reduction in African, Carib-
bean and Pacific Group of States (2009) in 
Nairobi; and the Joint Conference on Small 
and Medium Cities with the Belgium Royal 
Academy of Sciences (2009) in Brussels.

Fundraising: The Brussels office has 
played a critical catalytic role in fundrais-
ing. In 2008, the European Commission 
(EC) contributed USD 7 million in funds to 
support projects in African, Caribbean and 
Pacific Group of States, capitalizing on the 
interest the European Union had shown in  
UN-Habitat’s Regional Urban and Strategic 
Profiles. In 2010, the European Commission 
further approved about USD 14 million for 
the second phase of project implementation 
in the African, Caribbean and Pacific coun-
tries. As of December 2011, pipeline proj-
ects and programmes worth EUR 77 million 
(more than USD100 million) were being 
negotiated with the European Commission 
targeting projects on low carbon initiatives, 
water and sanitation, development of urban 
energy corridors in Africa, and development 
of a social, economic, geographical infor-
mation system for African Cities.

Co-chairs at the first joint conference on the Africa, Caribbean and the Pacific Group of Countries (ACP I) 
Opening Ceremony, held in collaboration with the European Union and UN-Habitat, 2009 © un-habitat
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Partnerships: The Brussels office has forged 
partnerships with various organizations, in-
cluding European Union institutions (that is 
the European Commission, the European 
Investment Bank, the European Parliament); 
the Belgian government; United Nations 
agencies in Brussels; and the African, Carib-
bean and Pacific Group’s Secretariat. Other 
partners are the Economic Community of 
West African States; the  Common Market 
for Eastern and Southern Africa; the Inter-
national Organization of La Franchophonie; 
associations, including Friends of Europe; 
associations of architects and academic in-
stitutions, including Ghent University; the 
media; and civil society organizations.

challenges

The Office is understaffed and faced severe 
budget cuts in 2011. This makes its smooth 
running difficult and could slow down the 
momentum of partnership activities, which 
have been built over the last nine years.

The office expressed unsatisfactory inter-
action, engagement and communication 
from headquarters. UN-Habitat headquar-
ters has not involved the Brussels office in  
UN-Habitat’s strategic meetings and events, 
and staff at the office cited examples of 
how it was not asked to participate in the 
23rd Session of the Governing Council and 
was not involved in the organization of the 
Sixth Session of the World Urban Forum 
hosted by Naples, Italy.

conclusions

The achievements of the Brussels office 
are positive and encouraging. Building 
upon the momentum already generated,  
UN-Habitat should strengthen the office 
to tap into funding opportunities of the 

European Union. It is a common strategy 
and trend for United Nations agencies to 
strengthen their offices in Brussels. Cur-
rently, there are 27 United Nations agencies 
with representations in Brussels, including 
recently established ones such as UN Wom-
en; the United Nations Educational, Scien-
tific and Cultural Organization; the United 
Nations Office on Drugs and Crime; and the 
United Nations Department of Peacekeep-
ing Operations.

There is a need to clarify key functions and 
priorities on which the office could con-
centrate its efforts, taking into account the 
expectations of headquarters and those of 
the organizations and partners with which  
UN-Habitat is liaising.

This evaluation proposes two scenarios for 
the future course of the Brussels Liaison  
Office:

Scenario 1: Maintain the status quo

The office to continue with one senior pro-
fessional officer and maintain the existing 
relationships with the European Union in-
stitutions while continuing to work on the 
funding of projects that are in the pipeline. 
Seed funding for resource mobilization ac-
tivities, however, is required to obtain more 
positive results. 

Scenario 2: Strengthen the office, 
keeping the focus on the liaison 
and fundraising function

In view of the funding opportunities that 
are yet to be realized, strengthening the of-
fice would be a strategic decision. It would 
necessitate increasing the minimum staff 
personnel in Brussels to include the head of 
the office, one substantive officer, one com-
munications officer and one support staff.  
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It is recommended that the office be head-
ed by a Director at D-1 level in line with the 
practice in UN-Habitat’s other liaison offices.

Regardless of which scenario is preferred, 
there is a need to clarify reporting and com-
munications lines with UN-Habitat head-
quarters and regional offices so as to carry 
out liaison and programmatic functions ef-
ficiently and effectively. 

3.1.4  WashingTon, D.c.,  
liaison oFFicE 

office Background

The Washington, D.C., Liaison Office was 
established in September 2007 to develop 
relationships; raise funds; and advocate 
urbanization issues with the United States 
Congress, the United States Government 
departments and other international or-
ganizations and institutions. It is headed 
by a Director at D-1 level. The Director of 
the Washington office was transferred 
from UN-Habitat headquarters when he 
was working as a Professional Officer on 
inter-institutional affairs at P-5 level. In 
2010, he was appointed Director of the  

New York office and temporarily  
served as head of both New York and  
Washington,D.C., offices. He returned to 
the Washington. D.C., office in May 2011. 
The office is a “one man’s bureau” with 
a limited budget. Table 3.4 shows the ap-
proved budgets for the office for 2008-
2011. Over this period, the budget has de-
clined from USD 58,400 to USD 6,800. The 
head of the office informed the evaluation 
team that important missions could not be 
undertaken, unless the third party paid for 
the mission, because the office did not have 
a travel budget.

achievements

Significant results were achieved with the 
establishment of the Washington, D.C., of-
fice. First, there was a more than 10-fold 
increase in the United States’ contribution 
to non-earmarked funding by widening 
the array of partners to include senior poli-
cymakers in the White House and others. 
Second, the Director of the office has been 
successful in finding new entry points for  
UN-Habitat’s programmes to the many po-
tential opportunities that exist in Washing-

Items 2008 2009 2010 2011

Staff Costs - - - - 

Travel 40 000 33 420 17 085 - 

Office Costs 1 000 9 500 6 455 - 

Office Rent 6 400 6 000            6 300 6 800

Miscellaneous 11 000 4 200 2 500 - 

 Total 58 400 53 120 26 040 6 800

TaBlE 3.4:  Washington, D.C., Office Allocated Budgets for 2008 – 2011 (in USD)

Source: UN-Habitat Programme Support Division 2012 



22 evaluation of the un-habitat liaison offices

ton, D.C. 

Organizational and Technical Represen-
tation: The Washington office represents 
UN-Habitat in meetings with organizations 
headquartered in the city. The level of par-
ticipation is sometimes political and hap-
pens when it is not possible for the UN-Hab-
itat Executive Director or Deputy Executive 
Director to go to Washington, D.C. In such 
cases, the Director of the Washington office 
represents the leadership of UN-Habitat. 
Examples of such representation include 
representation in Global Environment Facil-
ity Council meetings, the Organization of 
American States Consultative meetings, the 
United States Agency for International De-
velopment Futures Symposium, the World 
Bank’s Sustainable Development Network 
Annual Conference and International En-
gagement Conference for Southern Su-
dan that the United States Department of 
State hosted. At times the representation is 
technical in nature. Examples of such repre-
sentation include the Inter-American Coali-
tion of the Prevention of Violence technical 
meetings, the Woodrow Wilson Centre for 
International Scholars seminars, the US-Asia 
Institute Lecture, the World Bank Global Ur-
banization Knowledge Platform, the Centre 
for Strategic and International Studies panel 
on Corporate Partnerships, the Brookings 
Institution panel on “Rebuilding a City” and 
the InterAction Panel on Shelter Recovery in 
post-conflict situations.

Fundraising: The office has contributed to 
securing annually non-earmarked voluntary 
contributions, rising from USD 148,000 in 
2007 to USD 2 million in 2011. Securing this 
funding involves lobbying the United States 

Department of State, the Office of Manage-
ment and Budget, the White House, the 
National Security Council and other depart-
ments. The office meets formally and infor-
mally with senior policymakers in the United 
States White House, the Domestic Policy 
Council, the National Security Council, the 
Office of Management and Budget, the De-
partment of State, the Department of Hous-
ing and Urban Development, and the De-
partment of the Treasury. This has resulted 
in securing funding for UN-Habitat.

Advocacy: From 2007 to 2010, the Wash-
ington office, working with UN-Habitat 
headquarters, has elevated discussions on 
sustainable urbanization among United 
States policymakers by engaging them in 
three key UN-Habitat advocacy instruments: 
celebration of the World Habitat Day in 
Washington, D.C., in 2009; involvement 
and participation in the Fifth Session of 
the World Urban Forum in 2010 where a 
50-member delegation attended the event 
in Brazil; and development of a framework 
for sustainable urbanization (including 
benchmarks and indicators) as an initiative 
of World Urban Campaign.

Information Sharing: Specific substantive 
programmes at headquarters have benefit-
ed from the work carried out by the liaison 
office. As expressed by a staff member at 
the UN-Habitat headquarters: 

“UN-Habitat is currently in the process 
of applying for accreditation as a proj-
ect agency of the Global Environment 
Facility and of the Adaptation Fund. For 
both processes, the Washington, D.C., 
office has been instrumental in provid-
ing substantive inputs to the multi-stage 
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technical submissions, liaising with the 
Global Environment Facility country  
focal points (Bolivia) as well as provid-
ing regular updates and advice on how 
UN-Habitat could best position itself in 
such a highly competitive and political 
process.” 

Partnerships: The office has forged part-
nerships with various departments, organi-
zations and institutions including the World 
Bank, Cities Alliance, the Inter-American 
Development Bank, the Rockefeller Foun-
dation, the Ford Foundation, the William 
J. Clinton Foundation, the Global Environ-

ment Facility and the Inter-American Coali-
tion for the Prevention of Violence.

challenges

 � Insufficient capacity and resourc-
es: There are huge demands on the 
Washington office while its capacity 
is insufficient to meet all expecta-
tions. The office is run by one pro-
fessional and with a tiny budget. Of-
ficial missions are undertaken only 
if the third party organization pays. 
While institutions based in the Unit-
ed States have taken steps to formu-
late policies on sustainable urbaniza-
tion, it has been difficult to sustain 
the momentum that was created by 
World Habitat Day in 2009 and the 
Fifth Session of the World Urban Fo-
rum. Efforts should be put into reviv-
ing the momentum by using the pre-
paratory process of the Sixth Session 
of the World Urban Forum in 2012 
and World Urban Campaign to pre-
sent the vision and new reform of 
UN-Habitat. 

 � Less than optimal connectedness 
to UN-Habitat headquarters and 
the New York office: Information 
from the Office of the Executive Di-
rector is ad hoc and confined to po-
litical issues and events pertaining to 
the Executive Director. In addition, 
the roles and responsibilities between 
the New York and Washington of-
fices are not clearly demarcated. The 
reporting relationship with the head-
quarters is also unclear. Linked to this 
challenge is the splitting of partners 
between the New York and Wash-

Director Domestic Policy Council, United States of 
America and Co-Chair, World Habitat Day Honorary 
Committee Ms. Melody Barnes during a video 
message delivered by President Obama at the 2009 
World Habitat day Opening Ceremony held in 
Washington, D.C. © un-habitat
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ington offices. For example, while 
the Washington office is focal point 
for foundations and funds, whose 
core offices are in New York; the 
New York Office acts as de facto fo-
cal point for the Inter-American De-
velopment Bank, which is headquar-
tered in Washington, D.C.  

 � Strategic partnerships and rela-
tionship with the World Bank: 
The Washington office has identi-
fied new funding and programming 
entries that the United States capital 
offers to the UN-Habitat programme. 
However, success also bred its own 
challenges. As the number of part-
ners has proliferated and activities in-
creased, there have not been enough 
resources to nurture all important 
relationships established. According 
to the Director of the Washington, 
D.C., office, the relationship of the 
liaison office with the World Bank, 
which was established at the politi-
cal level, has continued on a low-key 
level since 2010. The reason seems 
to be a protocol error that occurred 
during the Fifth Session of the World 
Urban Forum’s opening session, and 
UN-Habitat has failed to apologise 
formally to the Bank. There is a need 
to how UN-Habitat should handle its 
strategic partners at global events 
like the Forum to avoid similar inci-
dents in the future.

 � Underutilized fundraising oppor-
tunities within the United States. 
Although considerable progress 
has been made in increasing volun-
tary contributions from the United 
States to UN-Habitat, the contribu-

tion is still low compared to what 
the country provides to other United  
Nations agencies. United States  
government departments and foun-
dations have made it clear that an 
increase in the funding to UN-Hab-
itat would depend on how quickly 
the United States economy recovers 
from global recession and on how 
well UN-Habitat translates its new vi-
sion into a set of clearly defined and 
measurable outcomes. With only one 
person working in the Washington 
office, it is not possible to lobby and 
mobilize a large set of members of 
Congress and external actors.  

conclusions

The liaison office has made notable achieve-
ments in the relative short time of its ex-
istence. It has demonstrated its potential 
for successful resource mobilization and 
that there are more opportunities for fun-
draising, which remain untapped. Formal 
and information consultations with senior 
policymakers and representative of United 
States Departments of State, and others, 
have supported the resource mobilization 
activities and representation of UN-Habitat. 
The office has built key partnerships, as it 
has been done with the Global Environment 
Facility. The two scenarios proposed for the 
Washington office are quite similar to those 
for Brussels:

Scenario 1: Maintain the status quo

In view of the financial constraints the sta-
tus quo is kept with the staffing situation 
and office space, but with provision for cer-
tain improvements in resource mobilization 
and communications. First, the niche of the 
Washington office should be on resource 
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mobilization activities by focusing on lob-
bying the United States legislative bodies, 
non-governmental organizations and part-
ners in the city. This is only possible by pro-
viding seed funding to the office. Second, 
communications between the office and 
UN-Habitat headquarters need improve-
ment. 

Scenario 2: Strengthen the office 
with one more professional staff 
and a proper office space. 

The office needs strengthening urgently 
with additional staff and money. Resource 
mobilization within the United States when 
enhanced will enable the office to engage 
with important partners such as the Inter-
American Development Bank, the Organi-
zation of American States, the Global Envi-
ronment Facility and the World Bank in the 
overall UN-Habitat programme. These part-
ners possess funds and political influence 
which, if tapped, could advance sustain-
able urbanization and ensure their involve-
ment in normative debates on policy and 
field operations. The consultative processes 
with these partners could be supported if 
greater human and financial resources were 
given to the office. In particular, the evolv-
ing partnership with the Global Environ-
ment Facility is of critical importance to UN-
Habitat. Increasingly, the Facility recognises  
UN-Habitat’s ability to add value to projects 
dealing with pressing environmental issues, 
particularly in UN-Habitat’s domain of ur-
ban services, housing and transport as they 
relate to the Facility’s priorities of energy 
efficiency, climate change mitigation and 
adaptation. Member States of the Facility’s 
Council, including the United States Depart-
ment of the Treasury, are keen to expand the 
number of the Facility’s implementing part-

ners but seek to do so in ways that would 
not weaken efficiency. There is a need for 
UN-Habitat to work closely with the Facil-
ity’s Council and Secretariat to ensure that 
UN-Habitat is afforded implementing part-
ner status, speedily. The Washington office 
would benefit from an information and 
communication function, not necessarily 
through the recruitment of new staff, but 
through coordination with a communica-
tions officer at the New York office. 

3.2 sTraTEgic anD 
oPEraTional issuEs 
across ThE liaison 
oFFicEs

The efficiency and effectiveness of the liai-
son offices are, to a large extent, shaped by 
the strength and the dynamics of the par-
ent organization in Nairobi, as well as the 
type of interaction between headquarters 
and the liaison offices. The findings below 
support this general argument as most of 
the issues pertain to ways in which the of-
fices are linked to headquarters. The evalu-
ation team identified a number of issues of  
systemic nature that affect the efficiency 
and effectiveness of all liaison offices. 

The problem of connectedness to 
substantive programmes at  
UN-Habitat’s headquarters

Liaison offices and UN-Habitat headquarters 
have a good understanding of the report-
ing lines and coordination between the Ex-
ecutive Director and the Office of the Ex-
ecutive Director. There are issues, however, 
about their relationships with the substan-
tive programmes. A considerable number 
of staff in Nairobi assumed, as understood 
from the interviews, that the primary client 
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of the liaison offices is the Executive Direc-
tor and the Office of the Executive Direc-
tor. For that reason, headquarters staff may 
not be entitled to ask for assistance from 
the liaison offices. Shared perceptions (and 
the lack thereof) play a big role in shaping 
the current relationship between the offices 
and the substantive offices. One respondent 
from Nairobi expressed this as a “far from 
the eye, far from the heart” syndrome.

The liaison offices do play instrumental roles 
for the substantive programmes, but in 
those cases (they have been selective, and 
occasion-specific tied to intergovernmental 
or inter-agency meetings) headquarters and 
liaison offices have not been able to main-
tain a sustained collaboration afterwards. 

Mutual expectations between 
headquarters’ substantive staff 
and the liaison offices are poorly 
communicated 

Headquarters and liaison offices have a dif-
ferent understanding of what constitutes a 
“sustained relationship”. While the liaison 
offices believe they do their work by sending 
a plethora of communications to the head-
quarters, at headquarters this is received as 
one more “burden” that the originators of 
such communication could have easily han-
dled. This sentiment is expressed below by 
one of the interviewees at headquarters. 

“I have for some years simply been for-
warded emails, by the New York Office 
that I had already received, with no 
analysis, nor summaries of key issues, 
or recommendations for input. I gener-
ally prepare briefs for the Executive Di-
rector or his designate to attend New 
York-based meetings of the Executive 

Committee on Humanitarian Affairs 
or other pertinent meetings.” (Staff at 
headquarters)

Staff members in the New York office, how-
ever, believe that they ask their colleagues 
at headquarters for briefs, out of respect, to 
encourage teamwork. A staff member said:

“We can prepare the briefs but the Nai-
robi folks are dealing with the substan-
tive issues on a day-to-day basis, there-
fore they are more authoritative on the 
issue in question.” (Staff, New York  
office)

With the recent increase in the professional 
capacity of the New York and Geneva of-
fices, the expectations of the substantive 
staff at headquarters seem justified and col-
leagues at the liaison office should be more 
self-reliant. 

Lack of strategic guidance for 
liaison offices

The liaison functions for offices have no 
terms of reference, policy or blueprint to 
guide their work. This is complicated further 
by the unique relationship that each office 
has with their partners and institutions. For 
instance, the New York office targets the 
United Nations Secretariat, intergovern-
mental processes, inter-agency matters and 
other outreach activities. The Geneva office 
focuses more on humanitarian aid and col-
laborates with partners and other United 
Nations agencies in this sector as well as in 
post-conflict and post-disaster situations. 
The Brussels office focuses on the institu-
tions of the European Union to advance 
policy dialogue as well as resource mobi-
lization. The Washington office deals with 
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inter-institutional affairs including foster-
ing cooperation with the World Bank, the 
Organization of American States and oth-
ers. Given the diverse functions and tasks 
of each office, there is a need to develop a 
coherent policy for all liaison offices, with 
clear definition of the roles and responsi-
bilities and showing where each office can 
bring its comparative advantage to bear in 
representation, advocacy, information shar-
ing, fundraising and programming. Aside 
from generic terms of reference, each office 
should formulate its unique contribution ac-
cording to the resources and unique institu-
tional opportunities offered in the particular 
city of their location. 

Less than optimal team spirit 
between the professionals at 
UN-Habitat headquarters and the 
liaison offices is a hindrance to the 
One UN-Habitat goal

This manifests itself, especially, in the ques-
tion of attribution. Put simply who gets the 
credit for the important accomplishments, 
fundraising and partnerships established be-
comes a bigger concern than the overall re-
sult. For instance, the Geneva office believes 
that it has improved the visibility and recog-
nition of UN-Habitat’s unique technical ca-
pacity in humanitarian issues. The office has 
increased funding for emergency projects 
and improved programme and project for-
mulation in the risk reduction field. In con-
trast, the headquarters team, especially that 
of the Disaster Management Programme, is 
equally strong in attributing success to itself, 
because of the partnerships the Programme 
has forged from Nairobi, the technical work 
it has produced and the country networks 
it has already put in place. The evaluation 

team concludes that credit belongs to both 
sides, with each distinct and complemen-
tary role they play. While substantive work 
is done by the core programme (at head-
quarters or by their staff at the particular 
liaison office), nurturing the necessary rela-
tionships with partners, following up with 
the political and administrative procedures 
of the last phases plays a very critical role. 
The solution is to raise the awareness of 
headquarters staff of the importance of the 
catalytic roles played at the last stages of an 
activity. In order to succeed at these stages, 
liaison offices go through a work-intensive 
and time-consuming process investing in 
relationships and speaking authoritatively at 
meetings while applying appropriate diplo-
matic behaviour and patience. Headquarters 
staff should also understand that colleagues 
at the liaison offices manage different types 
of challenges, one of which is UN-Habitat 
being a relatively small organization in the 
UN family of agencies. 

Capacity of technical contribution is 
limited in liaison offices

The capacity problem manifests itself in dif-
ferent ways in the offices. The Washington, 
D.C., and Brussels offices lack sufficient 
staff; each operates as a single-staff office, 
which limits their contribution. However, 
the capacity issues in the New York and the 
Geneva offices are more qualitative. A Di-
rector at D-1 level manages the office and 
is supported by four or five professional 
staff. However, the skills composition of 
the office may not necessarily be optimal 
or there may be an inappropriate division 
of labour among staff. Key UN-Habitat 
partners in Geneva (such as United Nations 
Development Programme (UNDP), Office of 
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the United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees (UNHCR), Office for the Coordina-
tion of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), Nor-
wegian Refugee Council (NRC) in Geneva) 
emphasized having UN-Habitat’s technical 
expertise in the specialized themes of the 
organization (housing and land) was impor-
tant for the overall impact of the humani-
tarian aid programme. An effective Liaison 
Office requires a certain degree of technical 
knowledge in a relevant field of expertise 
that can be applied appropriately in rel-
evant task forces and working groups. The 
Geneva team did not have enough capac-
ity to cover disasters, risk management or 
rehabilitation. Of the five professional staff, 
only one has a background in disaster and 
risk management or rehabilitation work. 
This limits the Geneva office in representing  
UN-Habitat adequately in technical meet-
ings and committees.

Clarity on fundraising expectations 
is needed

All liaison offices indicated that the budget 
allocations to their offices were inadequate. 
This is particularly a concern of the Brussels 
and Washington, D.C., offices where each 
has one professional staff member. The 
Washington, D.C., office indicated that due 

to its limited budget official missions could 
only be undertaken if a third party paid 
for travel and other expenses. Staff at the 
Brussels, Geneva and New York offices ex-
pressed concern about the mobilization of 
resources without a (seed) budget to sup-
port the activities. However, when funds are 
secured, the offices have no control over 
their use. The funds are directed to regional 
offices and country teams for implementa-
tion of projects. 

Reporting relations between 
headquarters and the liaison offices 
are less than optimal 

Although the location of the offices is struc-
turally within the Office of the Executive 
Director and report to it, this clearly sepa-
rates them from other substantive offices. 
Reporting to the Office of the Executive Di-
rector for all matters is not the optimal situ-
ation because it does not deal with admin-
istrative matters on a daily basis and is not 
a substantive office. For purposes of effec-
tiveness, liaison offices could report to the 
Office of Management for administrative 
matters and to the individual project direc-
tors on substantive issues. 



29Evaluation of thE un-habitat liaison officEs

4.    ConClUsIons, sCenaRIos anD  
KeY ReCoMMenDaTIons

4.1    conclusions

The liaison offices have demonstrated that 
it is possible to provide representation and 
advocacy, forge partnerships, share infor-
mation and carry out fundraising in a way 
that effectively and efficiently helps raising 
UN-Habitat’s visibility. 

The achievements of the liaison offices are 
highly dependent on the location and con-
text in which they are working and the con-
text determines to a large extent the priori-
tization of functions. The assessment found 
that staff levels varied significantly between 
the liaison office from relying on one profes-
sional staff in the Brussels and Washington, 
D.C., offices to fully-fledged offices with 
representational and substantive staff in 
the New York and Geneva offices. In 2011, 
the offices’ budget ranged from as low 
as USD 6 800 (Washington, D.C.) to USD  
177 755 (Geneva). Over the period from 
2008 to 2011, the budget of the liaison of-
fices has decreased overall, in particularly 
that of the Washington, D.C. and Brussels 
offices.

While the liaison offices have many achieve-
ments, the assessment also identified chal-
lenges facing the individual office and of 
systemic nature that, if overcome, could 
improve the effectiveness and efficiency of 
the offices.

4.2     scEnarios

This evaluation has identified three scenari-
os for the future of liaison offices. Each sce-
nario has its advantages and disadvantages 
and builds on the individual office situation 
reviewed. Regardless of which option is pre-
ferred, there is a need for policy guidelines 
on the liaison offices. Their roles have to be 
redefined and aligned with the new project-
based management approach; priorities 
and clear expectations have to be articu-
lated for each office; reporting lines have to 
be clarified to improve efficiency and inter-
nal collaboration; and minimum resources 
have to be set aside for offices to fulfil their 
responsibilities. Communication between li-
aison offices and UN-Habitat headquarters 
must improve.

Scenario I: Maintain the status quo

In the view of the limited resources avail-
able, the offices are maintained under the 
same arrangements but each would need 
to be redefined in terms of priorities, terms 
of references established and reporting lines 
aligned with the new project based struc-
ture. This could improve and strengthen the 
relationship between the offices and head-
quarters, but the offices’ effectiveness in 
the delivery of results would only improve 
negligibly, at best. One disadvantage of 
maintaining the status quo is the lack of 
adequate presence and regular substantive 
inputs to technical representation, which 
UN-Habitat partners view as a lack of the 
agency’s commitment. 
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Scenario II: Concentrate on liaison 
functions

The offices would not be much involved 
in technical representation and headquar-
ters would be sending substantive inputs 
and staff to them to participate in techni-
cal meetings and working groups. Under 
this option the liaison offices would, at a 
minimum, consist of the head of office, one 
professional staff, one information officer 
and administrative staff. The offices should 
add stronger information and communica-
tion function to their work portfolio as well 
as a well-structured resource mobilization 
function. Although this option may lead to 
cost savings overall, one of the disadvan-
tages of this option is that opportunities 
may be missed because Nairobi is located 
geographically far from global policymak-
ers, nodes of resource allocation and distri-
bution, and centres of excellence. 

Scenario III: Strengthen liaison 
offices

The technical strengthening of the liai-
son offices could be achieved by creating 
fully fledged substantive liaison offices in 
a substantive area (for example humanitar-
ian aid), transforming the office teams to 
match skills relevant to the substantive ar-
eas in question, or increasing staff capacity. 
To this aim, the offices should be integrated 
into the agency’s skills inventory, so that 
staff reassignments and rotation between 
liaison offices and headquarters could be 
made. At the same time, job descriptions of 
liaison office staff should be reviewed and 
additional officers assigned to liaison offices 
to cover those areas of highest priority to  
UN-Habitat. This option could involve sys-
tematic integration of the office staff in the 

project teams at headquarters. The scenario 
would come with incremental costs but 
would, effectively, strengthen the presence 
and effectiveness of the offices. The New 
York and Geneva offices could thrive as the 
strong outposts of the UN-Habitat’s advoca-
cy, outreach and communications functions 
and could improve their effectiveness in 
humanitarian affairs. The Washington and 
Brussels offices could be strengthened and 
tap into donor opportunities that exist in 
the United States and the European Union.

4.3 KEy rEcoMMEnDaTions

The recommendations of this evaluation 
should be considered within the corporate 
policy on organizational expansion and geo-
graphical proliferation as well as budget the 
resources. In view of the contribution of the 
liaison offices to the overall programme, 
the evaluation team recommends that liai-
son offices should be kept and, preferably, 
strengthened, by tackling managerial issues 
within, and between the offices; and issues 
between UN-Habitat headquarters and the 
liaison offices. 

Not wanting to lose the momentum gained 
in advocacy, resource mobilization, partner-
ships that the liaison offices have brought to 
UN-Habitat, the corporate policy could be 
directed towards supporting a more radical 
strengthening that would involve capacity 
or thematic expansion, or both. Additional-
ly, information sharing should be enhanced 
by strengthening the offices and increasing 
collaboration between them and headquar-
ters teams.
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recommendation 1: 

Enhance the contribution of the liaison of-
fices in the new project-based management 
approach. Changes should be considered 
in view of three scenarios, (maintain status 
quo, concentrate on liaison functions, or 
strengthening of the offices) for long-term 
decision-making on the future of the liaison 
office. This will require redefining the roles 
and responsibilities of the offices as well as 
expectations. Strategic guidelines should be 
developed based on the roles and tasks of 
each office with key priorities, contribution 
to the project-based approach, and expec-
tations of UN-Habitat headquarters as well 
as contribution to partnerships.

recommendation 2:

Develop terms of reference to spell out 
the priorities and tasks of each liaison of-
fice. Heads of offices would then be held 
accountable for the delivery of the tasks. 
Job descriptions of office staff also need to 
be reviewed to ensure their alignment with 
the new project-based structure. Staff at the 
New York and the Geneva offices should be 
included in the skill’s inventory that head-
quarters has developed. Similarly, profes-
sional staff at the liaison offices should be 
part of an overall UN-Habitat rotation plan.

recommendation 3:

Establish new reporting and communication 
lines in alignment with the project-based 
structure. Liaison offices could report on the 
administrative and management matters to 
the Office of Executive Direction and the Of-
fice of Management, and provide substan-
tive reports to the Project Office. The report-
ing lines should also take into consideration 
the extent to which technical contribution 

to relevant stakeholders and partners is ex-
pected from liaison office staff and ensuring 
that substantive offices at headquarters are 
supporting the offices.

recommendation 4:

Establish, as a modus operandi, that tech-
nical advice should be the domain of  
UN-Habitat headquarters and provided to 
the liaison offices, coupled with a more 
technically engaged involvement of the li-
aison offices’ professional staff. Substan-
tive capacity issues within the liaison offices 
should be tackled by orienting the offices’ 
professional staff to be better generalists 
in order to represent the substantive pro-
grammes with reasonable amount of inputs 
from UN-Habitat headquarters. A minimal 
increase of liaison office staff members spe-
cialized in the technical competencies rele-
vant to the office in question could support 
this process.

recommendation 5:

Clarify fundraising expectations for of-
fices and develop appropriate fundrais-
ing strategies. The strategy and activities 
should be linked (horizontally or vertically) 
to the resource mobilization structures at  
UN-Habitat headquarters. The liaison of-
fices should be provided seed funding for 
resource mobilization activities and contin-
ue the channelling of funds raised for their 
original purposes. 
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1. introduction

UN-Habitat is undertaking an evaluation of 
its liaison offices in New York, Geneva, Brus-
sels and Washington, D.C., within the con-
text of its current reform, with the overall 
objective of rationalizing the organizational 
structure to optimize efficient and effec-
tive delivery of its mandates and priorities 
at the country, regional and global levels.  
UN-Habitat’s Evaluation Unit will undertake 
the review with an external evaluator to as-
sess implications for the liaison offices, sup-
porting the effort.  

2. Background and context

The United Nations Human Settlements Pro-
gramme (UN-Habitat) is the agency for hu-
man settlements. It has the mandate from 
the United Nations General Assembly to 
promote socially and environmentally sus-
tainable towns and cities with the goal of 
providing adequate shelter for all. It has a 
normative and an operational mandate. 

The UN-Habitat was initially established as 
the United Nations Centre for Human Set-
tlements in 1977 through General Assembly 
Resolution 32/162.  In 1996, during the Sec-
ond United Nations Conference on Human 
Settlements, a new normative mandate 
for the Centre was added:  to support and 
monitor the implementation of the Habitat 
Agenda which the General Assembly subse-
quently approved.

The Istanbul+5 Conference in 2001, was a 
special session of the General Assembly on 
the implementation of the Habitat Agenda. 
The session recommended strengthen-
ing the Centre. This led to the decision of 
the regular session of the General Assem-
bly to elevate the Centre to a fully-fledged 
“Programme” now known as the United 
Nations Human Settlements Programme  
(UN-Habitat), through Resolution 56/206 of 
21 December 2001. Other important deci-
sions in Resolution 56/206 include strength-
ening the normative role of UN-Habitat, 
designating the agency as the focal point 
within the United Nations System for hu-
man settlements and establishing the World 
Urban Forum to foster debate on human 
settlements. Adoption of Resolution 56/206 
also showed the commitment of Member 
States to the implementation of the Millen-
nium Development Goal target of achieving 
a significant improvement in the lives of at 
least 100 million slum dwellers by 2020.  
The outcome of the World Summit on Sus-
tainable Development in 2002 further gave 
UN-Habitat the responsibility for monitoring 
and reporting on progress in achieving the 
targets on access to safe drinking water and 
halving the proportion of people who do 
not have access to basic sanitation.

anneX I:  TeRMs of RefeRenCe
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Commensurate with its status and substan-
tive focus, UN-Habitat’s work programme 
for 2004-2005 was structured around 
four sub-programmes, unlike the two sub-
programmes in 2002-2003. The four sub-
programmes that the General Assembly 
approved are: shelter and sustainable hu-
man settlements development; monitoring 
the Habitat Agenda; regional and techni-
cal cooperation; and the human settlement 
financing.  In addition to the four sub-
programmes, the Executive Direction and 
Management and the Programme Support 
Division have become part of programmatic 
framework structures for implementation of 
the UN-Habitat objectives. The UN-Habitat 
liaison offices in New York, Geneva, Brus-
sels and Washington are structurally in the 
Executive Direction and Management.

3. role and Function of liaison 
offices

The liaison offices perform functions 
of coordination and representation of  
UN-Habitat. The offices participate in the 
work of the General Assembly, the Econom-
ic and Social Council and other intergov-
ernmental bodies, and in interdepartmental 
and inter-agency meetings. The offices pro-
vide substantive support in meetings and 
policy dialogues on human settlements. 
They also carry out advocacy and outreach 
activities. The roles of the offices can be 
summarized as follows:

•	 organizational representational: Act 
as representatives of UN-Habitat at the 
political level and working group level 
within the United Nations and the rel-
evant intergovernmental and regional 
organizations

•	 advocacy: Advocate for UN-Habitat ar-
eas of concern across the five sectors of 
the agency, including intersectoral  and 
humanitarian issues

•	 information broker: Channel infor-
mation between the various parts of  
UN-Habitat and with other United Na-
tions agencies and relevant governmen-
tal and regional organizations

•	 Partnership mobilizer:  Forge partner-
ships with United Nations agencies, in-
tergovernmental and regional organiza-
tions, donors and civil society  

4. Purpose and objectives 

UN-Habitat is undertaking new organiza-
tional reform where it is to be a project-
based organization, and brings together 
normative and operational work under 
each project. This process will be managed 
through a project-based accountability ap-
proach. This project approach necessitates 
assessment of the reform and its implication 
to liaison offices. The purpose of this evalu-
ation is to assess the roles, relevance, effi-
ciency and effectiveness and implications of 
the new reform on liaison offices.    

4a. Specifically, the evaluation will:

•	 Assess the effectiveness of offices in rep-
resenting UN-Habitat, particularly in in-
ter-agency setting

•	 Assess the efficiency and effectiveness 
of  the offices channelling information 
between UN-Habitat, other United Na-
tions agencies and intergovernmental 
institutions
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•	 Assess efficiency and effectiveness of 
the offices in their advocacy, particularly 
with permanent missions to the United 
Nations in Geneva and New York

•	 Assess efficiency and effectiveness of 
the offices in promoting information on 
UN-Habitat’s mission, work programmes 
and activities 

•	 Assess the effectiveness of the relation-
ships of the offices with relevant part-
ners

•	 Assess the productivity, transparency 
and accountability of the offices  

•	 Assess how the new reform could im-
pact the liaison offices

•	 Assess the resource mobilization of liai-
son offices

•	 Suggest how the strategic roles of liai-
son offices could be enhanced in the 
new reform

4b. Use of Evaluation Results

The evaluation findings and lessons learnt 
will help determine the decisions of the se-
nior management for future operations of 
the liaison offices.

5.  Evaluation Methodology 

The Monitoring and Evaluation Unit, with 
the support of the external consultant, will 
undertake the evaluation. It will involve the 
following methodology.

•	 Desk review if relevant documents

•	 Field missions to liaison offices and inter-
views with the heads and staff of New 
York, Washington, Geneva and Brussels 
offices

•	 Meetings with selected representatives 
of United Nations agencies, permanent 
missions and other partners relevant of 
each field location. For example, the 
International Labour Organization, the 
Office for the Coordination of Humani-
tarian Affairs, the World Health Organi-
zation in Geneva; UN Women, the Unit-
ed Nations Development Programme, 
the United Children’s Fund in New York.  

•	 A questionnaire seeking views on the 
scope and quality of  work of the li-
aison offices on issues related to the  
UN-Habitat’s mandate, with a view to 
enhance policy coherence

•	 Interview with Executive and Direction 
Management staff and other relevant 
staff members in UN-Habitat, Nairobi.

6. roles and responsibilities

In implementing the new organization re-
form, UN-Habitat has identified 128 tasks 
in the One UN-Habitat Action Plan of 19 
October 2011. Task 118 of assessing impli-
cations of the reform on liaison offices was 
assigned to the Chief, Evaluation Unit, to be 
managed by the director, Monitoring and 
Research Division.  They will use the consul-
tant to support this evaluation.

7. consultant’s responsibilities

•	 Takes the lead in developing data col-
lection instruments such as surveys and 
interviews,  guides and focus group dis-
cussions for the different stakeholders,  
in consultation with the Chief, Evalua-
tion Unit, UN-Habitat
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•	 Supports the evaluation process in ad-
ministering and analysing the survey 
findings, and conducting interviews with  
relevant stakeholders and  UN-Habitat 
staff 

•	 Conducts assessment and analyse data 
that will support, findings, conclusions 
and recommendations

•	 Organizes and participate in meetings of 
relevant stakeholders in liaison offices lo-
cations

•	 Leads the report drafting process 

•	 Finalizes the report based on feedback 
and comments provided on the draft re-
port

•	 Prepares a debriefing presentation on 
key findings of the evaluation and leads 
the presentation to UN-Habitat senior 
management 

8. consultant’s Qualifications and 
Expertise

•	 Advanced degree in social and economic 
development, evaluation or other relat-
ed fields

•	 At least 10 years of relevant experience 
in  social and economic development of 
which at least five should be in research 
and evaluation

•	 Familiarity with the United Nations Sys-
tem and preferably with knowledge and 
familiarity with UN-Habitat’s work

•	 Demonstrated experience in team lead-
ership

•	 Proven knowledge and experience in 
working with international organiza-
tions is required, as is the ability to write 
clearly and effectively

•	 Must possess very good interpersonal 
skills and the ability to work in a mul-
ticultural environment, with a commit-
ment to timeliness and quality   

•	 Fluency as well as excellent writing skills 
in English and French is essential as most 
data collection will be in English  

9. Timeframe and  remuneration

The assignment will take two months (40 
days), from 15 November through 26 De-
cember 2011. The activity, timeframe and 
consultancy fee are broken down as fol-
lows. The remuneration for the support 
consultant will be at a rate of P-5/D-1.

10. Deliverable and reporting

•	 A draft evaluation report, prepared by 
the consultant, will be circulated by  
UN-Habitat for comments

•	 The final evaluation report will prepared 
and presented in English. The report will 
be presented in a logic manner follow-
ing the UN-Habitat’s standard format of 
evaluation report. It should be a concise 
report presenting evidenced findings, 
lessons learned and actionable recom-
mendations

•	 The final report must meet the  
UN-Habitat quality criteria in line with 
the terms of reference. Payment may 
be withheld until the evaluation report 
meets the assessment criteria of the 
evaluation report
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