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Executive summary

bureaucratic and administrative impediments (BAls) in
—_— humanitarian operations, addressing their scope, root
causes, negotiation challenges, and opportunities for
improvement. It aims to equip humanitarian

[ This report presents the findings of thematic research on

@ —_— professionals and agencies with actionable insights and
l recommendations for navigating these challenges
effectively.

As defined by the Inter-Agency Standing Committee (IASC), bureaucratic and administrative
impediments are “administrative practices and policies which limit the ability of humanitarian
organizations to reach people in need in a timely and unfettered manner.” The research refines BAls
into four categories: regulatory impediments, entry requirements, operational impediments, and
controls and taxation. These barriers can severely disrupt aid delivery, limiting access to communities,
delaying operations, and straining organizational resources.

BAls emerge from a complex interplay of external factors—political, economic, and regulatory—and
internal organizational dynamics, such as structural inefficiencies and inadequate processes. Addressing
these impediments requires a dual approach: tackling external barriers while improving internal systems
and capacities.

The report identifies common negotiation gaps — such as insufficient preparation, unclear
responsibilities, and reactive approaches — and highlights successful practices, including thorough
context analysis, relationship-building, and proactive engagement. Navigating BAls effectively requires
humanitarian actors to go beyond regulatory compliance, embracing dynamic and context-sensitive
negotiation strategies grounded in mutual respect and collaboration.

Key recommendations include:

1. Standardization and capacity building. Develop clear negotiation mandates, establish red lines, and
enhance staff capacity in negotiation legitimacy, decision-making, and team composition. Ensure
procedures for delegation and escalation are well-defined.

2. Relationship building. Foster trust-based relationships with counterparts by maintaining consistent
engagement, understanding local dynamics, and adapting strategies to cultural and political
nuances.

3. Knowledge management. Strengthen systems to document and transfer negotiation knowledge
across missions, ensuring continuity and institutional memory.
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4. Collaboration and harmonization. Promote unified approaches through shared tools, language, and
methods, enhancing coherence and reducing friction in negotiations.

This report underscores the need for systematic, strategic, and collaborative approaches to negotiating
BAls. By integrating these recommendations, humanitarian actors can improve their ability to navigate
complex administrative environments and deliver timely, effective aid to those in need.
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1 Introduction

The growing frequency and complexity of humanitarian crises underscore the urgent need for timely,
coordinated, and effective humanitarian assistance. However, bureaucratic and administrative
impediments (BAls) often serve as significant obstacles to achieving these objectives.

The Inter-Agency Standing Committee (IASC) defines BAls as “administrative practices and policies which
limit the ability of humanitarian organizations to reach people in need in a timely and unfettered
manner”. These barriers can significantly curtail the ability of humanitarian actors in carrying out their
humanitarian mandates vis-a-vis affected populations. While the full extent of BAIls' impact is complex
to measure, they can directly and indirectly affect humanitarian operations.

Building on the foundational work of the IASC’s BAI subgroup, the study refined and categorized
bureaucratic and administrative impediments into four distinct types. Regulatory impediments
encompass legal and administrative hurdles, such as opaque registration procedures, restrictive
licensing requirements, and cumbersome customs processes for essential goods. Entry requirements
include barriers to access for humanitarian actors, such as visa and work permit challenges for
international staff and domestic movement restrictions. Operational impediments refer to obstacles
encountered during the planning, delivery, and monitoring of humanitarian activities, including
interference in beneficiary selection, aid restrictions, and geographical access limitations. Lastly, controls
and taxation involve financial restrictions like excessive import taxes, financial transfer limitations, and
burdensome reporting requirements.

While the term 'impediments' might suggest that these barriers are solely the result of external factors,
our research underscores the significant role of internal organizational dynamics. BAls emerge from a
complex interplay of external factors—such as political and economic interests, regulatory frameworks,
and coordination challenges—and internal drivers, including organizational culture, structural
inefficiencies, communication gaps, and inadequate processes. Recognizing this dual origin is critical to
developing holistic strategies for addressing these impediments.

This report aims to:

e Establish the scope of BAls, their drivers and root causes, and related negotiation challenges.
e Identify and capitalise on existing negotiation practices.
e Present an analysis of gaps and recommendations with a Naivasha-esque lens".

The is a conceptual framework to plan and manage humanitarian negotiations. It was the result of an iterative process that started
with an informal meeting of 25 frontline negotiators in Naivasha, Kenya, in November 2014, during which participants reflected on the common
features of their negotiation practice. The Naivasha Grid is at the foundation of the Centre of Competence on Humanitarian Negotiations (CCHN)’s
methodology.
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2 Methodology

To explore BAls and their associated negotiation challenges, the Centre of Competence on Humanitarian
Negotiation (CCHN) employed a multi-source, interlinked approach:

1) Preliminary research
Initial challenges were identified through consultations with focal points and a review of
publicly available literature on BAls and their impact on humanitarian operations.

2) Interviews
16 semi-structured interviews were conducted with humanitarian professionals across various
organizations, roles and contexts. An 11-question interview guide, developed by CCHN provided
the structure while allowing for additional insights. Interviews, averaging 70 minutes, were
recorded, and transcribed with consent.

3) Collaborative analysis
Findings were discussed in preliminary debriefs and validated during a final meeting to refine
recommendations.
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3 Scoping the thematic

3.1 What are the different types of BAls?

Building on the foundational work of the IASC’s BAl subgroup, which identifies nine broad manifestations
of bureaucratic and administrative impediments, CCHN adapted and streamlined these manifestations
into four distinct categories to facilitate clearer mapping within the specific context of the study. While
these categories highlight external barriers, they also reflect the interplay with internal organizational
factors that influence how these impediments are navigated and addressed.

Regulatory impediments. Legal and administrative hurdles, such as complex registration processes,
excessive reporting requirements, and opaque compliance frameworks. Examples include prolonged
and cumbersome registration processes and negotiation challenges in regions where temporary
agreements are often needed for emergency responses. Internally, gaps in preparation or inadequate
legal expertise can exacerbate these challenges.

Entry requirements. Barriers to visas and work permits for international staff, including delays,
cumbersome procedures, and restrictions based on nationalities. Notable examples include extended
visa processing times, bans tied to diplomatic tensions, and restrictions on expatriate hiring. Internal
inefficiencies in mobilizing staff or aligning with local requirements can further hinder resolution.

Operational impediments. Challenges during planning, delivery, and monitoring of aid, such as
interference in beneficiary selection, restrictions on drug importation, and logistical hurdles in
movement and communications. Instances include strict importation guidelines, pushes for local
procurement despite quality concerns, and punitive measures by authorities to restrict certain
operations. Internally, inadequate coordination or rigid operational frameworks can amplify the impact
of these external challenges.

Controls and taxation. Financial and fiscal restrictions, including high taxes, complex exemption
processes, and scrutiny over financial operations. Examples include evolving tax regulations and high
operational costs due to tax burdens. Internally, limited fiscal agility or misaligned resource allocation
can constrain an organization’s ability to adapt.
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3.2 External and internal drivers:
Understanding the root causes of BAls

The research highlights that conceptualizing bureaucratic and administrative impediments as a network
of interconnected drivers—both external and internal—is crucial for effective diagnosis and response.
These drivers may result from intentional or unintentional actions by authorities in operational areas
(external) or stem from organizational culture, structure, and processes (internal).

External drivers Internal drivers
e Political motivations e Organisational culture
e Economic priorities e Organisational structure
e Institutional reforms e Internal mechanisms and processes
e Perceptions and misunderstanding * Resources
e People

3.2.1 External drivers

Several external factors contribute to the creation and persistence of BAls.

Political motivations. Governments may seek to protect sovereignty and avoid external interference by
imposing greater oversight and control over humanitarian operations. In some cases, aid is manipulated
to reinforce governmental legitimacy or penalize specific populations. For instance, a humanitarian
organization that criticized a government’s policies faced a prolonged suspension and excessive
compliance demands. These actions appeared to serve as punitive measures, strategically timed to
coincide with an international advocacy mission, signalling to others the risks of challenging authority.

Economic priorities. Economic interests also play a significant role. In regions reliant on tourism or
seeking to project stability, authorities may delay crisis acknowledgment to protect national reputation
and revenue, obstructing humanitarian efforts. Additionally, in resource-constrained environments,
underpaid officials may impose excessive taxes or confiscate aid as a revenue source. Corruption further
complicates negotiations, with humanitarian organizations often viewed as financial assets rather than
operational partners.

Institutional reforms. Government reforms, while well-intentioned, can inadvertently disrupt
humanitarian activities. In stabilization contexts, evolving policies may lack clear implementation
guidelines, leading to delays. Furthermore, discrepancies between national and local policies often
result in confusion, as local authorities may be unaware of overarching agreements, creating operational
hurdles.
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Perceptions and misunderstandings. Mistrust and misconceptions regarding humanitarian
organizations exacerbate BAls. Authorities may view past interactions as disrespectful or non-compliant,
influencing their attitudes negatively. Misunderstandings about organizational principles and objectives
can breed suspicion. In some cases, associations with international judicial entities amplify mistrust,
prompting authorities to restrict humanitarian space. Instances of “bad faith” actions arise when
authorities suspect ulterior motives or doubt an organization’s neutrality.

3.2.2 Internal drivers

Organizational culture. The culture within many humanitarian organizations is often shaped by an
"emergency-driven mindset," which can clash with the slower pace of bureaucratic processes. Teams
may exhibit attitudes perceived as dismissive of local regulatory frameworks or underappreciative of
local capacities, leading to friction with counterparts.

Reactive approaches to BAls are prevalent, with organizations frequently addressing challenges as they
arise instead of investing in long-term relationship-building and proactive engagement. This limits the
ability to understand counterpart motivations and foster sustainable networks. Furthermore, the
balance between risk aversion and risk tolerance often lacks formalization, leaving critical decisions to
individual discretion. This has sometimes resulted in over-compliance, which restricts operational
flexibility, or non-compliance, which undermines trust and transparency.

Organizational structure. Ambiguity in roles and responsibilities frequently hampers effective responses
to BAls. While negotiation is recognized as a shared responsibility, unclear delegation of authority can
lead to inefficiencies, with senior leaders handling tasks that could be managed by others. Locally
recruited staff, who possess in-depth knowledge of local contexts and stakeholders, are often
underutilized in addressing bureaucratic challenges. Additionally, the reliance on short-term
international deployments adds complexity, as limited time on the ground hinders relationship-building
and stakeholder mapping. This issue is exacerbated by inadequate knowledge management systems,
leading to information loss during staff transitions and fragmented engagement strategies.

Internal mechanisms and processes. Rigid organizational mechanisms and a lack of anticipation often
constrain efforts to navigate BAls and lead to last-minute improvisation, undermining negotiation
efforts.

Resources. Legal frameworks such as Headquarters Agreements and Memoranda of Understanding
provide a foundation for engaging with local authorities, offering both clarity and legal protection.
However, these frameworks also introduce additional layers of bureaucracy, requiring technical
expertise to navigate effectively. In some cases, underutilization of available technical support results in
missed opportunities to streamline processes or mitigate bureaucratic challenges.

People. The personalities, experience, and attitudes of staff members play a critical role in managing
bureaucratic challenges. Disrespectful or emotionally charged interactions with local authorities can
erode trust and create additional barriers, while empathetic and respectful engagement fosters
cooperation and goodwill. Leadership also has a profound impact; proactive leaders who prioritize
engagement with local systems and counterparts are more likely to anticipate and address challenges.
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Conversely, disengaged leadership can result in missed opportunities to strengthen relationships and
resolve issues.

3.2.3 Impact of BAls on humanitarian response

Bureaucratic and administrative impediments significantly disrupt humanitarian operations,
affecting both the communities served and the teams delivering aid. This study highlights key
consequences for response effectiveness, staff well-being, and the quality of assistance.

Impact on communities
BAls create delays and inefficiencies that harm affected populations. Key concerns include:

BAls can slow down emergency responses, exacerbating

. crises. For example, delays in procuring essential

Delays in response o : :
medications or deploying medical personnel can have

life-threatening consequences.

Local procurement requirements may lead to the use of

Compromised qualit
P q y substandard goods, raising safety concerns.

Impact on humanitarian teams
Field teams face significant challenges navigating BAls, which detract from operational efficiency
and staff morale.

Navigating BAls is time-intensive, requiring significant
. . effort to gather information, identify stakeholders, build
Time and resource drain . . - . .
relationships, and manage administrative errors. This

detracts from time spent on program implementation.

BAls often lead to financial losses, including failed
Financial costs procurement bids, unexpected taxes and penalties, and
expired supplies due to delays.

Persistent frustrations with BAls lead to burnout and

Staff well-being and retention er . .
difficulty retaining experienced personnel.

BAls force staff to make difficult choices that can conflict
. . with organizational principles. Balancing compliance with
Ethical dilemmas = ) : F.’ . 8 . .
bureaucratic rules against the imperative to serve

communities often leads to ethical compromises.
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4 Preparing, planning, and conducting
negotiations around BAls

4.1 Who negotiates around BAI within humanitarian
organizations

Addressing bureaucratic and administrative impediments (BAls) within organizations typically involves a
range of actors, including operational leaders and support departments such as finance, logistics, and
human resources. A collaborative approach is often employed, with communication and coordination
tailored to the context and nature of the impediment.

While escalation processes usually involve engaging relevant parties, reporting issues through
designated channels, and elevating unresolved concerns to higher levels, interviews highlight
inefficiencies and delays stemming from unclear pathways and decision-making processes.

Challenges in constituting effective negotiation teams were a recurring theme in the analysis. These
challenges arise from inconsistent understanding of roles and responsibilities in BAl negotiations, which
impacts both the individuals managing these negotiations and the escalation processes.

“Some staff members lack a clear understanding of their role in managing BAls. For instance, a Human
Resources coordinator might focus solely on administrative and technical tasks without engaging
counterparts in relevant ministries to build relationships. This gap often stems from limited training
and a background focused more on compliance with internal procedures than on networking and
engagement skills."

Anonymous interviewee

High staff turnover, particularly when mission durations are less than six months, further complicates
the situation. Coupled with varying understandings of the necessary skills and expertise, these factors
lead to inconsistencies in negotiation strategies and approaches, ultimately hindering the effective
management of BAls.
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To address these challenges, organizations could:

e Invest in comprehensive training and capacity-building initiatives.

e Develop clear guidelines and standardized procedures for BAI negotiations.

e Establish mentorship programs to foster knowledge transfer.

e (Create centralized repositories for information sharing.

e Encourage a culture of collaboration and communication across teams.

e Implementing these measures can strengthen organizational capacity to manage BAls,
streamline escalation processes, and enhance the delivery of humanitarian assistance.

4.2 What are the negotiation practices around BAIs?

The analysis of the interviews revealed both a set of common good practices and common pitfalls (or
bad practices) when navigating Bureaucratic and Administrative impediments across the missions.

4.2.1 Good practices

A comprehensive context, problem, and counterpart analysis

Thorough analysis and diagnosis are critical for effectively navigating BAls. This includes understanding
historical precedents, legal frameworks, stakeholder interests, and the specific local context, including
power dynamics and cultural nuances. A well-informed approach combining technical (legal, medical,
logistical) and operational insights fosters strategic engagement and better negotiation outcomes. Key
aspects include:

e Understanding root causes: investigate why authorities take certain positions and assess any
challenges or missteps made by the organization.

"Learn what the authorities are reproaching you: understand the root causes of their position, and
where things might have gone wrong...."

Anonymous interviewee

e Acknowledging local dynamics: recognize that BAls may stem from economic constraints, pride,
fear, unclear mandates, or personal connections, rather than bad intentions.

e Conducting historical reviews: gather insights on past humanitarian presence, arrangements,
and agreements in the country to build on existing knowledge.
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e Mapping stakeholders and influence networks: identify potential allies and opponents to tailor
engagement strategies effectively.

Designing an engagement and negotiation strategy

Structured and deliberate negotiation strategies are crucial for navigating a bureaucratic and
administrative environment, particularly in complex scenarios. Key elements of an effective strategy
include:

e Crafting an engagement plan with clear milestones, red lines, and desired outcomes while
allowing the flexibility to adapt to evolving circumstances. For instance, the “honeymoon period”
during the early weeks of emergencies offers a brief window for proactive engagement before
restrictions tighten.

¢ Identifying the right individuals to engage at various stages of the process. For technical
negotiations (e.g., legal, logistical, medical), experts are needed, while high-level political
engagements require senior leadership.

e Employing creative problem-solving and exploring unconventional solutions when facing
bureaucratic challenges.

e Mastering the art of compromise when necessary. While upholding organizational principles is
paramount, knowing when and how to compromise to ensure operational continuity is a key
skill.

“We need a one-year plan to approach BAI, while governments may have 100-year plan: humility,
capitalizing on opportunities, and taking the time to draft a strategy are key.”

Anonymous interviewee

Fostering relationships, trust, and choosing representation

Strong relationships with stakeholders are fundamental to navigating complex bureaucratic landscapes.
Building trust requires time, effort, and consistent engagement. Respondents emphasized the
importance of:

e Open communication and demonstrating genuine interest in counterparts’ perspectives.

e Regular dialogue, transparency, and humility to foster goodwill and facilitate smoother
interactions.

e Patience and active listening to de-escalate tense situations.

e Selecting negotiators with the right mix of expertise, emotional intelligence, and cultural
understanding.
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Sharing information about organizational principles and mandates also addresses misunderstandings.
The one below is an example that demonstrates how open communication and dissemination can
resolve misunderstandings and lead to positive outcomes.

“In a situation where [our organisation] was struggling with registration challenges, our Country
Director organised a workshop with a local council. During this workshop, it became clear that the
council lacked understanding of the organisation's identity and the extent of its contributions. This
realisation led to a focused effort to disseminate information about the organisation, which in turn
resulted in the council providing guidance on navigating the registration process.”

Anonymous interviewee
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4.2.2

Practices to avoid

Certain practices exacerbate bureaucratic and administrative impediments and hinder effective

negotiation. These practices, often contrary to best practices, can entrench challenges and impede

progress.

Lack of preparation and
understanding

Underestimating the
relational component of
BAIl negotiations

Inadequate strategic
and decision-making
flows

Compromising too
quickly

Internal communication
and collaboration

Inadequate preparation and understanding of BAls processes can
significantly hinder negotiations. This includes insufficient knowledge
of procedural requirements, rushing into negotiations without proper
context or analysis, failing to understand cultural norms, and neglecting
the involvement of local staff who possess valuable insights.

BAI negotiations require a focus on building strong relationships with
counterparts. Over-prioritizing administrative tasks at the expense of
relationship-building, inadequate training for staff on engaging with
local authorities, and over-relying on senior management for
engagement can all limit the effectiveness of negotiations and hinder
constructive dialogue.

Negotiations can suffer from a lack of clear strategic planning and
decision-making frameworks. Without defined goals and roles, teams
may struggle to adapt to changing circumstances or respond
proactively to BAls. A reactive approach to issues, rather than a
proactive identification of potential obstacles, often leads to missed
opportunities.

While flexibility is essential in negotiations, compromising too quickly
can have lasting negative effects. Rushing for short-term results,
prioritizing measurable outcomes over the negotiation process, and
compromising on core principles can undermine long-term
sustainability and damage an organization’s credibility.

Effective internal communication and collaboration are vital to
navigating BAls. Siloed working, lack of information-sharing, internal
competition, and poor handover processes all impede coordination and
the ability to learn from past successes, ultimately diminishing the
effectiveness of negotiations.
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4.2.3 Coordination with other humanitarian agencies

Interviewees recognize the importance of leveraging external resources and expertise to address BAls.
They acknowledge that others in the sector may have valuable insights and solutions that can be applied
to their own contexts.

"We are missing the work on what is out there and what others are doing to manage BAI. We should be
using some of the resources developed by the UN and other actors..."

Anonymous interviewee

Collaboration with other humanitarian agencies and UN bodies is seen as crucial for information sharing,
harmonizing approaches, and in some cases, collectively advocating for policy changes at the national
or regional level. This can involve working with other organizations to raise awareness of the impact of
BAls on humanitarian operations and to push for reforms that facilitate access and delivery of aid.
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5 CCHN analysis and recommendations:
Reframing the issues through a negotiation
lens

Our analysis of interviews with humanitarian professionals has revealed several common gaps in
navigating or negotiating within bureaucratic and administrative environments. These gaps have been
identified across various teams and missions, underscoring the need for a more systematic and strategic
approach to negotiation in these complex settings.

Drawing on the Naivasha Grid, a conceptual framework for planning and managing humanitarian
negotiations, the CCHN proposes the following recommendations and ways forward.

Gaps ldentified Recommendations

1. Lack of a standardized process for Strengthen management team’s ability to issue clear negotiation
issuing negotiation mandates and mandates, define red lines, and effectively manage the negotiation
defining clear red lines in process. This includes training members of the management teams to
addressing BAls. improve their understanding of these key elements in negotiations.

Build organizational capacity to navigate political, professional, and
technical negotiations.

Develop tailored strategies and tactics for each negotiation type and
emphasize the importance of selecting team members with diverse
competencies.

2. Challenges in forming effective
negotiation teams due to high
staff turnover and varying
understandings of required skills.  Ensure that team leaders understand the skills and backgrounds

needed for different roles within negotiation teams. When forming
teams, assess the legitimacy of the negotiators in the eyes of the
counterparts to ensure credibility and trust.

Create a robust system for documenting, organizing, and transferring
information about interlocutors, relationships, and negotiation
histories, ensuring continuity and effectiveness in negotiations.

3. High staff turnover hampers
relational negotiations and the
retention of institutional

knowledge. Integrating the knowledge and relationships of locally hired staff by

engaging them into the negotiation process.

Enhance capacity of identifying the underlying causes of the problem,

4. Difficulties in decision-making the type of negotiation at stake and the response strategy adapted.

during negotiations, especially Equip staff with tools for making informed compromises and handling
regarding compromises and the delegation of authority.
delegation of authority across

Establish clear procedures to determine when decision-making can be
delegated and when issues need to be escalated beyond current
mandates.

levels.
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Conclusion

This thematic research reveals the pervasive and persistent challenges of navigating bureaucratic and
administrative impediments within humanitarian operations. While the specific nature of BAls varies
across different contexts and missions, common threads emerge — such as escalating legal complexities,
the need for constant adaptation to shifting administrative landscapes, and the critical importance of
understanding local contexts and building strong relationships with stakeholders.

The experiences shared by interviewees offer a spectrum of perspectives. On one hand, there is
frustration over the growing complexity and frequency of BAls, which often impede the timely delivery
of aid, hinder access to services, and strain resources. On the other, there is a sense of optimism, rooted
in the recognition that BAls can be overcome through proactive engagement, strategic adaptation, and
collaboration. Yet, the reality remains clear: the impact of BAls is significant, often leading to delays and
frustration for field teams. There is, however, optimism for improvement. Interviewees highlighted that
with a more nuanced diagnosis, capacity building, and standardized approaches, the challenges posed
by BAls can be addressed.

These findings make one thing abundantly clear: navigating bureaucratic and administrative
environments requires a humanitarian negotiation process that goes beyond mere compliance with
regulations. It hinges on the ability to build and sustain relationships, deeply understand the local
context and networks of influence, and grasp the underlying reasoning and interests of counterparts.
Humanitarian negotiations in these settings must be dynamic, sensitive to the nuances of each situation,
and centred on mutual respect and collaboration.

Organizations must prioritize the following areas:

e Standardization of negotiation processes and capacity building. Organizations must design clear
negotiation mandates, establish red lines, and strengthen staff capacity in key areas, such as
negotiation legitimacy, team composition, and decision-making. Establishing clear procedures for
decision-making delegation and escalation will ensure that teams are empowered and aligned in
their approach.

e Relationship building. Effective negotiation hinges on building and maintaining strong, trust-based
relationships with counterparts. This requires consistent engagement, a deep understanding of local
dynamics, and the flexibility to adapt strategies to cultural and political nuances.

o Knowledge management. To ensure continuity and avoid institutional memory loss, organizations
must establish robust systems for documenting and transferring critical knowledge — about
interlocutors, negotiation histories, and lessons learned — across missions and teams.
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e Collaboration and harmonization. Fostering greater collaboration between organizations will
enhance the overall effectiveness of BAI management. A unified approach—through shared tools,
language, and methods—will promote consistency and coherence in decision-making, reducing
confusion and friction in negotiations.

By focusing on these strategic priorities, organizations can not only mitigate the negative impacts of BAls
but also enhance their negotiation capabilities. This will ultimately enable them to deliver aid and
services more efficiently and effectively to those in need, particularly in the most complex and
challenging environments.
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