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Executive summary 

The climate and geopolitical polycrisis, combined with substantially reduced funding, 

means the humanitarian system – already in need of reform – needs to do more with less. 

Anticipatory action (AA) receives just 0.2% of humanitarian funding, yet it can significantly 

reduce the cost of humanitarian response. With locally led response also bringing cost 

efficiencies, it is only natural to explore locally led anticipatory action (LLAA).  

In 2024, DEC funded nine agencies to pilot a project using LLAA, supporting community-led 

response (SCLR) and investment in disaster risk reduction (DRR) in northwest Syria – a 

fragile and conflict-affected state (FCAS). This position paper presents learning from this 

process in the form of three recommendations underpinned by one key takeaway. 

Key takeaway: Local and national actors need flexible, predictable and multi-year funding. 

Recommendation 1: Prioritise holistic and multi-risk approaches 

Large-scale AA often relies on hard triggers linked to measurable indicators, such as those 

determined based on meteorological forecasts. Yet communities, both geographical and 

identity based, often have a complex understanding of the risks they face and how to 

mitigate these. By investing in both hard data and local insights, AA models can be 

particularly effective in multi-risk contexts, such as FCAS. 

Without investment, this local knowledge cannot influence AA planning. Whilst women-led 

organisations (WLOs) often identify risks early, many lack access to the AA tools, systems 

and funding to act before the crisis escalates. Seven of eight risks and hazards identified in 

focus group discussions in Syria for this project had no funding to address them. 

Proposed approaches for FCAS contexts 

 Provide predictable multi-annual funding to allow national 

organisations to retain local preparedness capabilities – 

particularly in multi-risk contexts. 

 Bring local and global civil society actors together to share 

data and develop holistic multi-hazard risk analysis. 

 Integrate a gender-sensitive lens into global anticipatory 

frameworks.  

 Invest in integrating local knowledge and leadership in AA 

data analysis. 

Recommendation 2: Understand, acknowledge and invest in the added value of 

engaging with existing local capabilities which can be mobilised for AA in FCAS 

Despite the clear global commitments to invest in AA, the current humanitarian 

infrastructure design often results in available funding being channelled to AA 

implemented by external agencies, rather than to LLAA which is more likely to contribute to 

longer-term resilience. To be effective in FCAS, AA needs to meaningfully engage with, and 

invest in, existing local capabilities. The failure to finance LLAA undermines its unique 

value, threatening the potential of wider AA approaches by marginalising those actors best 

positioned to respond. 

In northwest Syria in 2024, the available meteorological forecast provided insufficient lead 

time to implement AA activities. A member of the project Collective, Violet, developed a 
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pre-agreed action to activate ‘joint response rooms’ designed to enable coordination 

among CSOs and volunteers should international military conflict escalate. This was 

triggered in December, with 90% of organisations later reporting positive impacts. Despite 

the demonstrable success of Violet's approach and others like it, global systems remain 

poorly equipped to fund and support such locally driven mechanisms. 

Proposed approaches for FCAS contexts 

 Invest in predictable, pre-positioned ‘fuel funds’ with local 

and national actors. 

 Shift from a project-based approach to a systems-level 

investment in LLAA. 

 Support the integration of local tools with other tools at 

appropriate scale to enhance and complement the AA 

ecosystem. 

 Invest in the capacity of identity-based groups such as 

WLOs to prevent further harm. 

Recommendation 3: Build and adapt local, national and global frameworks and 

institutional approaches to complement national and locally led approaches 

Global policies have embraced integrating local knowledge into DRR strategies such as AA. 

LLAA should complement, rather than replace, other forms of AA. It is agile and well suited 

to FCAS, giving local actors – who have greatest access to the people most at risk – 

decision-making power. This negates the assumption that international actors need to 

integrate local actors in international systems – indeed the two can have mutually 

beneficial relationships. 

In Syria, the available meteorological forecast provided insufficient time or data for a 

confident prediction – and the Collective worked to close this gap, with positive results. This 

shows that where the funding and time to realise a robust AA framework are lacking, an 

efficient and earlier locally led response is a positive outcome along the pathway.  

Proposed approaches for FCAS contexts 

 Provide sustained and predictable financial investment for 

building LLAA mechanisms. 

 Maintain flexible policies and processes to enable local 

actors to lead on designing and developing their own 

approaches. 

 Enable a feedback loop to ensure access to actionable 

forecasting information for at-risk end users. 

Many of the people in the world’s most vulnerable situations live in FCAS and rely on 

publicly funded support in times of crisis. We call on all donors to raise the levels of 

funding for AA and locally led responses, and not to retreat to a select few institutional 

providers. LLAA is a unique approach to saving lives and reducing suffering – not simply the 

last line in a delivery chain. Recognising the benefit of working with agile CSOs with 

culturally informed analysis can only strengthen global approaches to AA, particularly in 

FCAS. 
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Introduction  

It is not groundbreaking to say that the humanitarian system 

needs reform (see Sphere, OCHA, Start and Centre for 

Humanitarian Action1). The world is facing a climate and 

geopolitical polycrisis leading to, and exacerbated by, an 

increasing number of extreme weather events, environmental 

hazards, conflict and mass displacement2. At the same time, 

local and international humanitarian organisations are 

confronting a significant downturn in voluntary and institutional 

income3. The humanitarian system needs to do more with less, 

and with respect to anticipatory action (AA), it could hardly get 

much less, as it is currently allocated only 0.2% of humanitarian 

funding4. From a crude efficiency perspective, analysis over the 

last decade demonstrates that AA has a significant impact on 

reducing the cost of humanitarian response5,6. In a cost-

effectiveness analysis conducted by the World Bank in 2012, the 

cost ratio demonstrated was substantial – from $2 to $36 of 

resilience benefits per every $1 invested.7  

The combination of cost efficiencies afforded by locally led 

response and AA8 thus lead us naturally to explore locally led 

anticipatory action (LLAA). This is a process driven and led by 

communities and actors at the local level to create an enabling 

environment for AA by: empowering communities and local 

actors to implement their own early actions; identifying and 

communicating gaps and weaknesses in early warning systems 

and planning and coordinating mechanisms; and advocating for 

flexible or pre-agreed financing for autonomous locally led 

early action ahead of the peak impact of forecastable or 

predictable hazardous events, or shocks, to reduce their 

impact.9 

In 2024, following the Türkiye-Syria Earthquake Appeal, the 

Disasters Emergency Committee (DEC) provided funding 

through the ‘Collective Initiative Fund’ to a group of 10 national 

and international agencies. This was to pilot an ambitious 

project bringing together LLAA and SCLR and integrating these 

with investment in disaster risk reduction (DRR) in northwest 

Syria. At the time, this area was considered a particularly fragile 

and conflict-affected state (FCAS), and so the project was 

designed to create a ‘safe-to-fail’ and ‘low-regrets’ environment, 

where the focus could be on learning and adapting.  

This position paper has been developed based on the learning 

generated from this process that resonates with findings from 

the wider sector. It assumes the reader has a cursory 

knowledge of, or interest in, AA and locally led response. It is 

purposefully brief with references for further exploration so 

‘the increasingly complex 

and interconnected risks 

seen today call for a move 

beyond single-hazard 

frameworks … and/or 

‘good enough’ 

approaches to delivering 

anticipatory action in 

complex settings.’1 

Anticipation Hub 
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that even the busiest humanitarian professional might find time 

to consider the one key takeaway and three 

recommendations, when thinking about applying AA in FCAS.  

One key takeaway  

The recommendations continually emphasise the need for 

international actors and funders to invest in providing national 

organisations with quality funding10 that is flexible, predictable 

and multi-year, among other things. Although this is not a new 

recommendation,11 it is a foundational principle on which much 

of the other recommendations hinge. 

These three recommendations are:  

1. Prioritise holistic and multi-risk approaches. 

2. Understand, acknowledge and invest in the added value 

of engaging with existing local capabilities which can be 

mobilised for AA in FCAS. 

3. Build and adapt local, national and global frameworks 

and institutional approaches to complement national 

and locally led approaches. 

Recommendation 1 

Prioritise holistic and multi-risk approaches 

The three key components of AA are: 1) a trigger or parameter 

for action, 2) pre-agreed plans, and 3) pre-agreed financing, all 

of which are underpinned by a clearly defined AA strategy and 

approach.  

A trigger is a predetermined criterion that, when met, is used 

to initiate actions12. A hard trigger is linked to a set of objective 

indicators that can be measured as having occurred, for 

example ‘if the amount of rainfall in this camp in a 24-hour 

period reaches 10mm, we take action’. Large-scale AA often 

relies on these hard triggers, but financial and infrastructural 

constraints may mean that many NGOs do not have reliable 

access to the relevant data with predictive analysis13. Soft 

triggers instead use different types of information to identify if 

the parameters for action are met; this can include indigenous 

generational knowledge, protection monitoring, and 

community feedback channels. A well-designed soft trigger 

combines accessible data with expertise from a relevant 

internal team (e.g. a protection team, or a gender-based 

violence (GBV) team).  

In climate and environmental AA, the anticipation window is 

often established based on hard data as used in meteorological 

One key takeaway  

The recommendations continually 

emphasise the need for 

international actors and funders to 

invest in providing national 

organisations with quality funding1 

that is flexible, predictable and 

multi-year, among other things. 

Although this is not a new 

recommendation,1 it is a 

foundational principle on which 

much of the other recommendations 

hinge. 
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forecasts; however, soft triggers such as subjective 

assessments of river patterns based on local knowledge are 

often critical for a more context-specific and reliable monitoring 

of risk. Both soft and hard triggers can be ‘localised’ using 

locally collected data and other decision-making information 

(e.g. river-level measurements and community feedback). 

Investing in a combination of hard and soft triggers combines 

scientific data with community observations and 

understanding, allowing local organisations to adapt triggers to 

their context. 

To date, anticipatory approaches have primarily focused on 

natural hazards14, which might have eased their integration into 

the current humanitarian infrastructure15 – where risks are 

prioritised, forecasting information is identified, and triggers for 

action are then agreed. In contexts with multiple intersecting 

risks – indeed few contexts are single risk16 – especially FCAS, 

exploring how to invest in multi-hazard risk analysis with both 

hard and soft triggers may be more effective17.  

People and communities have an intrinsic understanding of the 

intersecting vulnerabilities and risks they face18, and are likely 

to be the first and last responders to a crisis19. AA approaches 

that rely only on institutionalised sources of hard data risk 

oversimplifying our messy reality. This reduces AA to an overly 

technocratic specialism20, rather than embracing the 

uncertainty which comes from trusting locally designed rather 

than locally informed data sources. Local actors with deep roots 

in communities can leverage their access to support holistic risk 

analysis that can inform both hard and soft triggers, making 

them more user-friendly and grounded in local insights21.  

Insights from northwest Syria  

As part of focus group discussions carried out with 

communities in Syria for this project, respondents who had 

identified eight risks and hazards indicated that there were no 

resources available to address seven of these. This means that 

although communities may know the risks they face, and when 

they are likely to face them, without investment this knowledge 

does not influence AA planning. Women Now for Development, 

a member of the Collective Initiative, indicated that women-led 

organisations (WLOs) are often the first to identify protection 

risks in their communities but many lack access to structured 

AA tools, early warning frameworks, and flexible funding that 

would enable them to act before a crisis escalates. 

WLOs usually have pre-existing ‘soft data’ grounded in their 

community protection and survivor networks. Examples linked 

to GBV risk escalation that may precede acute crises include: 

Key message 

International actors should act to 

support this – as conveners, funders, 

investors and collaborators – to 

develop and pilot holistic and multi-

risk approaches. 
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increases in early/forced marriage reported through 

community protection groups, sudden withdrawal of girls from 

school in certain locations, increased requests for safe spaces 

or referrals to psychosocial support services, and rising 

community tension due to overcrowding, or loss of income-

generating activities for women. 

By tracking such soft indicators through routine protection 

monitoring, focus group discussions and SCLR initiatives, WLOs 

will be able to activate support pathways in anticipation of a 

crisis peak, such as mobile psychosocial support, coordination 

with shelter actors to improve safety infrastructure, and 

awareness campaigns on legal protections. To scale this 

approach, AA strategies in FCAS must: recognise GBV as a 

standalone hazard, not just a secondary effect; develop trigger 

models that incorporate protection data from WLOs; and 

provide flexible, rapid funding to WLOs to act on early signs. 

 

 
 

 

  

Proposed approaches for FCAS contexts 

 If national organisations are to retain local preparedness capabilities, they will need human 

resources to coordinate, monitor risks and provide analysis. AA preparedness funding will allow 

organisations to maintain this capability, particularly in contexts that face additional complexities 

linked to violence and conflict.  

 If networks of local and global civil society actors are supported to collaborate in digital and 

physical spaces for soft data sharing, then holistic multi-hazard risk analysis can take place. In 

FCAS, tools such as rumour tracking, feedback and complaints analysis, protection analysis, 

community conversations, and observations could help identify ‘slow-onset hidden crises’.   

 Global anticipatory frameworks must integrate a gender-sensitive lens. This means recognising 

GBV risks as central in FCAS contexts and ensuring WLOs are included as co-creators in planning and 

response. Institutional actors should fund and support gender-responsive AA, using gender 

markers, and collecting intersectional data to better understand and address the unique impacts on 

women and marginalised groups.  

 If local knowledge of hazards and risks is documented and integrated in AA data analysis, a wider 

anticipation window may be supported. International actors should invest in ensuring that local 

people, communities and organisations are leading this process by convening spaces, funding 

workshops, and amplifying learning. 
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Recommendation 2 

Understand, acknowledge and invest in the added 

value of engaging with existing local capabilities 

which can be mobilised for AA in FCAS 

There has been a notable commitment to investing in AA at a 

global level. Since 2024, the UN Office for the Coordination of 

Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) has been systematically 

mainstreaming and scaling up AA22, while the Grand Bargain 3.0 

signatories seek to mobilise additional funding for it23. Eight 

principles were endorsed by over 130 governments, NGOs, and 

networks on ensuring that local communities are empowered 

to lead sustainable and effective adaptation to climate change 

at the local level24. Yet, because of the current humanitarian 

infrastructure, most available funding is more likely to go to AA 

implemented by external actors and agencies than to enable 

LLAA, which may limit the opportunity for AA to contribute to 

longer-term resilience25. 

Effective AA in FCAS requires meaningful engagement with, and 

investment in, existing local capabilities. Experience continues 

to demonstrate that the vast majority of the people and 

organisations who are first to respond to a crisis are local26. 

Moreover, communities often prefer support from local 

organisations27. In stark contrast, the Grand Bargain 

commitment of 25% of funding going as directly as possible to 

local and national organisations is generally considered to have 

made little progress in the last decade28. Failing to centre and 

finance local capabilities threatens the potential of AA by 

marginalising those actors best positioned to act in fast-

changing crises. Here the distinction between localising 

institutional approaches and developing locally led approaches 

will be critical.29  

Insights from northwest Syria  

The priorities and feasibility of different AA approaches 

continued to be debated by the Collective members within a 

rapidly changing Syrian context, influencing shifts in 

stakeholders’ priorities. One issue was a lack of forecasts able 

to provide sufficient lead time (with a long enough window of 

anticipation) to implement AA activities.  

One member of the Collective Initiative, Violet, developed early 

action implementation plans to activate ‘joint response rooms’ 

in the event of a military escalation – a type of hazard that, if 

considered in isolation, is unlikely to be predictable.  The joint 

response rooms were designed to enable coordination among 

‘Response actions 

through small initiatives 

are particularly effective 

in delivering rapid and 

precise assistance, 

especially when led by 

community actors who 

deeply understand the 

local context and needs.’  

 (Focus group discussion, Joint 

Response Rooms, Violet) 

 



Putting Our Money Where Our Values Are: A position paper on locally led anticipatory action in fragile and conflict-affected states 11 

 

 

a network of civil society organisations (CSOs) and volunteers in 

the immediate onset of a crisis. In December 2024, there was a 

major military escalation which led to significant population 

displacement and a dramatic geopolitical shift in a short 

period,30 triggering the activation of the joint response rooms. 

In the after-action review and third-party monitoring analysis, 

the findings were overwhelmingly positive, with 90% of over 20 

humanitarian actors, CSOs, and community-based 

organisations reporting that they had enhanced early 

coordination among locally led organisations and mitigated 

some of the worst consequences of the displacement waves 

during the initial escalation.   

This case presents an opportunity to improve the international 

humanitarian architecture. Despite the demonstrable success 

of Violet's approach and others like it, global systems remain 

poorly equipped to fund and support such locally driven 

mechanisms. AA depends on integrated early warning systems 

that inform decision-making and planning at multiple levels. 

However, without intentional recognition and investment in 

local preparedness and AA capabilities, AA frameworks risk 

undermining the unique value of LLAA within the broader 

ecosystem of AA approaches. 

 

 

Proposed approaches for FCAS contexts 

 International organisations should invest in predictable, pre-positioned ‘fuel funds’ with local 

and national actors and/or establish clear financial routing that meets the anticipatory action 

window. One barrier to effective AA in FCAS is the slow and compliance-heavy movement of 

resources to local actors, especially in areas under sanctions or with restricted financial 

infrastructure. Flexible, locally managed funds allow for faster, more adaptive and inclusive AA 

responses. 

 International actors must shift from a project-based approach to a systems-level investment in LLAA, 

investing in multi-annual funding to allow local AA frameworks and mechanisms to develop which 

will support early action.  

 Bringing together local actors to develop their contextualised approaches while identifying 

opportunities to influence wider national, regional and global frameworks can strengthen these two 

worlds without undermining either. International actors should support the integration of local 

tools with other tools at appropriate scale to enhance and complement the AA ecosystem.  

 Investing in the capacity of identity-based groups such as WLOs can ensure that AA efforts in FCAS 

are not only locally led, but also gender-responsive and survivor-informed from the outset. This 

gender-focused lens on AA is essential to preventing further harm and ensuring timely, dignified 

responses for women and girls in fragile contexts. 

Key message 

To unlock the full potential of AA, 

international NGOs must reframe 

our role from implementers or 

funders of isolated projects to 

enablers, convenors and investors in 

systems-level approaches. This shift 

requires acknowledging and 

engaging with existing local 

capabilities that can be mobilised for 

AA rooted in local networks, 

knowledge and leadership. 
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Recommendation 3  

Build and adapt local, national and global 

frameworks and institutional approaches to 

complement national and locally led approaches 

Global policies have embraced integrating local knowledge into 

DRR strategies such as AA. Priority 1 of the Sendai Framework 

for Disaster Risk Reduction31 highlights the importance of ‘the 

use of traditional, indigenous and local knowledge and 

practices, as appropriate, to complement scientific knowledge 

in disaster risk assessment and the development and 

implementation of policies, strategies, plans and programmes 

of specific sectors, with a cross-sectoral approach, which should 

be tailored to localities and to the context’. The Sustainable 

Development Goals and the Global Framework for Climate 

Services have similar statements on the importance of local 

knowledge in DRR.32 

LLAA is not a replacement for, but a complement to, other 

forms of AA. It is agile and adaptive, making it well suited to 

FCAS. In addition, local actors have more access to the people 

most at risk, remote, and marginalised. A core principle of 

locally led response is actively placing decision-making power 

as close as possible to the people most affected by crisis33. In 

the Collective Initiative, this was realised through a vast network 

of small-scale locally led responses clearly aligning with phases 

3b and 3c of the GNDR Locally Led Anticipatory Action Guide 

and Toolkit34. 

As international agencies, we must steer away from the current 

model of ‘project delivery’ or ‘capacity building’ towards seeing 

our roles as part of a complex and interconnected ecosystem of 

global civil society. Local and international actors can then have 

mutually beneficial relationships rather than assuming that 

international actors need to integrate local actors in 

international systems.  

Insights from northwest Syria  

As indicated under recommendation 2, a complexity 

encountered in Syria was the lack of meteorological forecasts 

able to provide a long enough window of anticipation or 

sufficient data for a confident predictive analysis. The Collective 

reached out to the UK Met Office (UKMO) Weather and Climate 

Information Services - Middle East and North Africa (WISER 

MENA) programme, funded by the UK’s Foreign, 

Commonwealth and Development Office (FCDO) - to identify 

opportunities to close this gap. The UKMO is invested in 
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forecast-based actionable decision-making, meaning it requires 

both technical forecasting expertise and an understanding of 

the intersecting vulnerabilities of impacted communities. 

Acknowledging that the UKMO and local organisations hold 

different skillsets added value to the project. The UKMO was 

provided with valuable information on the use of forecasting in 

northwest Syria, and the local organisations were able to 

receive more useful and therefore more impactful forecasting 

information.  

This demonstrates that even when an ‘AA feasibility 

assessment’ indicates there is insufficient funding or time to 

fully realise a 'robust' AA framework, it is important to 

acknowledge that achieving earlier outcomes along this 

pathway can lead to more efficient and early locally led 

responses. 

 

 

 
Conclusion 

Reforms to the humanitarian system are needed, political 

solutions to conflict are needed, long-term approaches to 

climate change are needed, but while these processes are 

undertaken (or not), the people in the most vulnerable 

positions in the world live in FCAS and rely on publicly funded 

support to reach them in times of crisis. The humanitarian 

reset must prioritise creatively funding locally led 

approaches, including LLAA, and not retreat to a select few 

large institutional providers. 

Proposed approaches for FCAS contexts 

 International actors should provide sustained and predictable financial investment for ‘building’ 

LLAA mechanisms. Without this, they risk establishing structures that will end with project funding.  

 International agencies’ internal policies and processes should be flexible, and established based on 

trust within the organisations’ risk appetite, to ensure that local actors are able to lead on designing 

and developing their own approaches without having to replicate the international actor’s framework. 

This supports the insights of local communities and organisations, informing – rather than being 

‘slotted into’ – pre-existing international frameworks. 

 Where international actors can, they should enable access to technical forecasting information 

for at-risk end users, through intermediaries such as local actors, especially in FCAS. This will help 

local actors to provide feedback and support the design and tailoring of risk thresholds based on 

their contextual analysis. It will also support local feedback loops, reaching back to forecasting 

providers and stimulating learning on the relevance and accessibility of forecasting services.  

 

Key message 

International actors should act to 

support this as convenors, funders, 

investors and collaborators building 

and/or adapting global frameworks 

and institutional approaches which 

complement locally led approaches, 

especially in FCAS. 



Putting Our Money Where Our Values Are: A position paper on locally led anticipatory action in fragile and conflict-affected states 14 

 

 

In many respects this paper is technically niche, looking at LLAA 

in FCAS; however, it is also incumbent on us to restate broader 

principles. Despite the calls for innovative financing models and 

leveraging of the private sector, a publicly funded 

humanitarian system remains a critical need. Much of the 

work which informed this paper was undertaken before the 

USAID and other funding terminations or reductions (including 

FCDO and GIZ35).  

If, as Tom Fletcher indicates in the 2025 humanitarian reset, ‘we 

are left with the cruel math of doing less with less – even as the 

world around us remains on fire’36, LLAA is a uniquely 

appropriate approach to save lives, and reduce suffering, in an 

efficient, cost effective, dignified and timely way. The 

adaptability and agility of working with local actors in 

specialised geographies, or with CSOs led by marginalised 

identities, will strengthen the global AA ecosystem. Recognising 

the intrinsic benefit of acting before a crisis strikes, and the 

speed of locally led response, while drawing on global technical 

forecasting capabilities, will create space for plural perspectives 

and processes, adaptable to the local realities37. 
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