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Introduction

The onset of the Rohingya refugee crisis in
August 2017 irrevocably changed the present and
the future of hundreds of thousands of children,
women and men from the Rohingya community
and introduced the entire Cox’s Bazar district,
one of the poorest areas in Bangladesh, to an
unprecedented crisis and a new social reality.
The situation was so dire that a month later, on
20 September 2017 UNICEF activated a Level

3 emergency response’ — the highest level of
alarm.? Together with the Government and other
humanitarian partners, UNICEF immediately
responded to provide life-saving assistance and
protection to the newly arrived Rohingya children
and their families, also taking a lead role in
health; nutrition; water, sanitation and hygiene
(WASH); child protection; and education — areas
that are fundamental to the survival, protection
and wellbeing of the refugee community.
UNICEF also played a strong supporting role

in communication for development (C4D)
interventions as well as community engagement
and accountability to the affected population.

Background

In August 2017, a staggering number of Rohingya
families were forced to flee, escaping atrocities
and persecution in their native Myanmar and, in
less than two months, more than 740,000 people®
had crossed the border into Bangladesh, bringing
the total number of affected people in Cox’s Bazar
district, one of the poorest and most disaster-
prone districts of Bangladesh, to an estimated
915,000,* more than half of them children.® The

majority of the new arrivals were among the
most vulnerable, including children, women and
the elderly, many of whom walked 56 kilometres®
a day for 6 to 10 days to reach the border. When
they arrived in the hills surrounding Cox's Bazar,
they were suffering from exhaustion, hunger,
severe trauma and other serious health threats.
“We heard the news [about the crisis] from the
Bangladesh border guards high officers who
asked for our support to control the situation,”’
said Atiqul Islam, project manager from PULSE,?
a local non-governmental organization (NGO), “It
was the middle of the night when we arrived to
the site. We saw thousands of Rohingya children,
women and elderly members of the community
along the roadside for kilometres, so desperate
and exhausted they were sleeping. 'Please wake
up’, we told them, ‘have some water, some
food"”

During the initial stage of the emergency, the
challenges were acute. The Rohingya people,
one of the largest and most persecuted minority
communities in the world, were caught up in
the world’s fastest growing refugee crisis?® in
extremely complex and desperate conditions.

The need for accurate and timely information was
urgent and often a matter of life and death. The
newly arrived refugees were seeking information
about their new surroundings: How secure were
they and their children? How could they access
water, food, shelter and health services? And,
without resources, how could they build shelters
and where could they find clothing, blankets and
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cooking utensils? What current and future risks
might they encounter and how could they avoid
threats to their safety? The quality of information
was another critical factor. They needed accurate,
accessible and timely messages delivered to

all, including those in remote and spontaneous
sites — tailored to the unique set of challenges
encountered and adjusted to the changing and
evolving needs of the situation.

The situation was extremely fragile and the needs
of the affected community were at a peak. Early
observations from the field and the findings from
a multi-sector rapid assessment revealed that
the majority of the new arrivals were not aware of
the humanitarian services available, and frontline
workers and service providers faced difficulties in
their outreach and referral efforts. The response
mechanisms were more secure in the formal
refugee camps, whereas in the overcrowded
makeshift settlements or spontaneous sites

the situation was dire, with little or no access

to safe water, sanitation, healthcare and other
services. A rapid assessment of language
barriers and information needs undertaken by
UNICEF and partners demonstrated that, among
the long list of complex obstacles, the lack of
credible sources of information and an effective
response mechanism seriously compromised the
humanitarian response. Many Rohingya refugees
reported that the aid provided was not sufficient
for their needs and that their voices were not
being taken into account by aid providers. The
vast majority of refugees (84 per cent) expressed
reluctance to file a complaint or suggestion. In
addition, women and girls felt unsafe — even
more so in their own shelters where they lacked
privacy and safety — and their voices were
largely unheard because there was no feedback
mechanism to record their complaints concerning
gender-based violence and sexual harassment.
The need for an accessible, efficient system to
deliver a humanitarian response was urgent.

Rohingya Children in a UNICEF-supported
learning centre.
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Information and feedback centres:

Examples of accountability, community
engagement and empowerment
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To respond efficiently and scale up interventions
to meet the demands of the crisis, UNICEF

and partners worked hand in hand with local
organizations, such as the local NGO PULSE,
and quickly established information and feedback
centres (IFCs) in critical locations across the
camps, helping to address the wide range

of urgent humanitarian needs and improve
accountability to the affected children and their

©UNICEF/Bangladesh/2019/Bhatnagar

families. The main function of IFCs is to provide

a two-way information flow through face-to-

face interactions with community members,
discussing emergency preparedness, Cross-
cutting issues concerning social cohesion, gender
equality and safe environments for women

and girls, and mobilizing communities as active
change agents for their own wellbeing and
awareness raising.

The first two centres were formed in September
2017, during the first weeks of the crisis, and
began providing life-saving information and on-site
referral for urgent services, including nutrition;
WASH; medical help; hygiene behaviours;
vaccination campaigns; and child and newborn
care. The needs of the new arrivals, combined
with safety and security threats, grew rapidly
and became increasingly severe as the influx
continued. In addition, there was evidence'® that
gender-based violence'® was becoming a critical
concern' for refugee women and girls within
the overcrowded camps. These circumstances
required immediate access to specialized
services, psychological support and information
on spaces where they could feel safe.™

To address the mounting needs, UNICEF
extended the duration of its partnership with
PULSE and worked to increase referral capacity
through new IFCs."™ Implementation was

more complex than anticipated and required
tackling several challenges, such as the need
for more staff and greater technical capacity,
and the ongoing efforts to convince the Camp in
Charge?® or landowners from host communities
to designate additional space for new IFCs in
severely congested camp areas. But UNICEF's
partnership with government authorities and
with PULSE and, more recently, the Bangladesh
Institute of Theatre Arts (BITA),?' helped address
the challenges. By 2018, 12 IFCs had been
established and located in 11 camps. “The
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IFCs are crucial for the C4D response in the
camps,” explained Samia Ahmed, emergency
specialist at the UNICEF Cox's Bazar Office,
“There are 34 camps and one more camp might
be added soon.?? We are in the second phase

of the emergency; the situation and needs

are becoming more complex. Old habits and
behaviours among the refugee community

are regaining strength. So we need more IFCs - = PR Sl
and a more coordinated response in the field 7 A
to increase outreach and impact.”?® By June R
2019, two years after the onset of the crisis,

the number of functioning IFCs in the camps,
combined with four new IFCs established in host
communities, had reached a total of 20 centres,
linked to a network of 300 community mobilizers
from Rohingya and host communities.

Objectives of information and
feedback centres

IFCs play a fundamental role in community
outreach and engagement efforts to enhance
accountability to the affected populations. IFC
functions include:

e receiving and responding to community
feedback, grievances and complaints;

e providing information and referral on
available services in the catchment area,
using social maps to indicate the location
of service points;

e mobilizing community volunteers for
outreach to the community;

e conducting sessions to disseminate life-
saving messages and to demonstrate and
practice positive behaviours;

e conducting community consultations and
meetings;

®  mobilizing communities during health,

nutrition, protection and other campaigns.

Information service provider receiving feedback from Rohingya in
an information feedback centre.
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e providing contact details of service
providers;

e disseminating public service
announcements on key issues, such
as nutrition action weeks, vaccination
campaigns and cyclone preparedness;

e disseminating culturally appropriate and
user-friendly information, education
and communication materials, including
answers to frequently asked questions.

In addition to the dissemination of life-
saving information and materials on

site, IFCs provide 'safe spaces’, where
vulnerable individuals — notably women

and adolescent girls — can go for protection
and receive accurate information and

service referrals related to gender-based
violence, sexual harassment, protection from
sexual exploitation and abuse, and sexual
reproductive health services.

©BITA/Bangladesh/2019/Sadek

. it
Information service provider conducting an IPC session Information service provider disseminating key lifesaving
on menstrual hygiene in safe room. messages among religious leaders in Rohingya camp.
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How do information and
feedback centres work?

The IFC staff — known as information service
providers (ISPs) — keep logbooks to document
the complaints and feedback received, as well
as demographic information of the affected
community, including the gender, age and
origin of the refugees. In order to respond to
the complaints and feedback in an efficient,
consistent and timely manner, UNICEF and
partners developed Standard Operating

Procedures (SOP). This has helped facilitate
follow-up in response to the feedback and
complaints regarding the quality and relevance
of services provided. Complaints that cannot be
addressed on site by service providers or site
management focal points are elevated to the
relevant supervisor of the respective agency

at Cox's Bazar.?* The feedback loop is closed
once the response is communicated back to the
community. Community members are informed
in all cases.
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UNICEF staff in a regular monitoring
visits in Rohingya camp.

To further improve the feedback and response
mechanism, UNICEF developed a real-time
data generation system and dashboard, which
are maintained by ISPs at the IFCs. When a
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community member visits the centre and reports
a case, the data is recorded in the logbook and
the system is updated to collate information
across the districts of Cox's Bazar. ISPs are



trained on digital data collection and storage
through the Open Data Kit application, using
tablets.?® The digitizing of data reduces the IFCs’
dependency on a conventional paper logbook

and provides an opportunity to monitor real-time
information, track tendencies and analyze in detail
the nature and frequency of queries, needs and
issues. Data sets and analysis are shared with
UNICEF section heads and with the cluster/sector
lead under the Inter Sector Coordination Group
on a weekly basis for follow up. The database

is accessible easily from multiple locations and
devices, plus the digitization of feedback saves
resources, enabling a more rapid and cross-sector
response. For example, during the acute watery
diarrhoea campaign, the complaints, feedback
and queries, which highlighted the rumours and
misconceptions that were being reported at IFCs,
were shared with the WASH section/sectors. This
allowed the sector and WASH focal points in the
identified camps to respond and intensify hygiene
promotion key messages.

©BITA/Bangladesh/2019/Sadek

Standard Operating
Procedures

More than 90 information hubs/information
service centres had been established as of March
2019, operated by different humanitarian agencies
that are members of the CwC Working Group.
Although the initial objective of the information
hubs was the same, differences in the operating
systems and the lack of a standardized procedure
for referral, recording, feedback and follow-

up weakened the collaborative efforts of the
humanitarian agencies and their accountability

to the affected communities.?¢ In March 2019,

in order to better equip the system for response
and address the challenges encountered, the
Information Hubs Sub-Working Group under the
CwC Working Group set up a common protocol
or SOP The protocol was the result of extensive

©BITA/Bangladesh/2019/Sadek

consultations among a range of stakeholders,
which helped ensure that critical information is
received by the right people, and that complaints
and feedback are recorded through a standard
system, triggering a timely and efficient
response.?’

The SOP provide step-by-step guidance for
information hubs and IFCs on a number of
operational, technical and ethical issues, ranging
from actions to be taken when an affected
community member arrives at the centre, to
instructions for logging feedback into the data
system, to necessary privacy considerations
and procedures when dealing with sensitive
issues (such as gender-based violence, sexual
harassment and protection from sexual
exploitation and abuse), to codes of conduct to be
followed to protect the anonymity of community

Improving Accountability to the Rohingya Refugees in
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members and confidentiality of the collected The SOP also stipulate that reports of a sensitive

data. According to the SOP. female community nature, for example, involving sexual abuse,
members who prefer to speak confidentially to sexual exploitation, gender-based violence and
a female staff member must be provided a quiet other crimes, should be handled through a
and safe space to meet and receive counselling. separate system with more rigorous security.

Standard Operating Procedures for information hubs

Provisions of the SOP include the following:
If the feedback relates to a reported case of sexual abuse or exploitation or other crimes

Reports of a sensitive nature should be dealt with in a different manner than regular feedback or
complaints:

e The information hub staff member should have been trained in basic case management
— these steps should be followed in particular in explaining that it was not the fault of the
survivor and that they did the right thing reporting this.

e In the case of a sensitive issue being raised, this should be referred to the Protection from
Sexual Exploitation and Abuse Working Group/protection from gender-based violence referral
pathways.

Interim measure until camp-level referral pathways exist

e All information should be handled in a confidential and sensitive manner.

e Assoon as it is clear that the feedback or complaint is of a sensitive nature and/or relates to
protection issues, the information service providers (ISP) should politely stop the discussion,
thank the community member for raising the issue, explain that this is not their fault and
that they will make sure that the community member has the right support for this sensitive
issue.

e The relevant focal point should be contacted if it is about gender-based violence, child
protection, or all other protection related issues.

e The ISP should remain with the person giving the feedback until the local protection service
provider has arrived.

e The information hub staff will write down the complaint in the register or online data kit and
refer accordingly, especially in the case of gender-based violence.

Source: Inter Sector Coordination Group, ‘Standard Operating Procedures (SOP) for Information
Hub and Information Service Centre’, Communication with Communities Working Group, Cox’s
Bazar, Bangladesh, March 2019, <https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/info_hub

generic_sop.pdf>.
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Figure 1. Standard Operating Procedures diagram
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Source: Inter Sector Coordination Group, ‘Standard Operating Procedures (SOP) for Information Hub and Information Service
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reliefweb.int/files/resources/info_hub_generic_sop.pdf>.
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Management structure

Each IFC is managed by three ISPs (female and
male) who are present at the centre from 8 am
to 4 pm daily. The ISPs are trained and equipped
to perform several tasks, including interpersonal
communication (IPC), dialogue and discussion of
life-saving issues, the operation of the dashboard
for data entry, demonstration of life-saving
behaviours, and dissemination of information
and educational materials. Between September
2017 and June 2019, the centres provided life-
saving information and collected close to 80,000
individual complaints, queries and feedback,
with a response rate of nearly 100 per cent,
significantly improving the responsiveness of
service delivery.2 The analysis of data collected
by the IFCs demonstrates that most of the
complaints and feedback received were related
to health issues, while other complaints, queries
and feedback concerned nutrition; childcare;
child protection; WASH; shelter; gender-based
violence; non-food items (such as cooking fuel);
and vaccination campaigns.

In addition to the staff at the IFCs (three ISPs
at each IFC), there are 300 ‘model mothers'
and youth volunteers linked to the centres.

The volunteers gather at the centre from 9

am to 1 pm every day and conduct their daily
tasks, which include face-to-face outreach
activities at household level to promote
community mobilization. Each IFC has 13
‘'model mothers’ from the Rohingya refugee
community and 12 (six female and six male)
youth volunteers from the camps (a total of
25). The volunteers and mobilizers are each
expected to contact 15 families per day for
engagement and consultation. An average of
three to five family members participate during
an interpersonal communication session, which
lasts approximately 20-35 minutes, depending
on the nature of the messages or dialogue and
the demonstration required. An estimated 4,500
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Serving others: The transformative impact of IFCs
Establishing an IFC requires approximately two
weeks to complete. The designated site of each
IFC is approved by the Camp in Charge before
the construction is intitated. The specifications

of the IFC are also aligned with the structure
specifications provided by site mangament

and confirmed by the Camp in Charge. Once
operable, the IFC structure and maintenance are
monitored and assessed quarterly to make sure
that the location is safe and the IFC is functioning
under secure conditions.



Serving others: The
transformative impact of IFCs

The spectrum of actions and services listed
above are integral to the role of IFCs in the camps
and host communities. However, there is another
function of the IFCs that cuts across all other
interventions and services, enhancing its role in
the humanitarian response and bolstering the
success and credibility that IFCs have earned over
the last two years. That function is the role IFCs
play as an information hub and meeting point for
the affected communities. IFCs are more than
referral points for service provision or centres for
the dissemination of technical information. IFCs
function as a front stage for the humanitarian
response, and they serve as a backstage where

Information feedback centre is primary source of
information for many Rohingya people in camps.

humanitarian actors and the vulnerable population
meet around a number of different interventions,
actions and tools. The IFCs provide a conducive
environment for the communities to report and
record their complaints, feedback and queries,
and they are a central point for gaining access to
all service providers’ contact details, informative
posters, inspiring paintings, bilingual leaflets,

a wind-up radio set, tablet computers and a
logbook, and all the tools of the work undertaken
by the staff and community mobilizers.

A quick visit to any IFC will provide evidence of
the community’'s engagement. Bringing together
members of the community from different age
and gender groups, youth and mother volunteer
mobilizers, and children interacting with each

©UNICEF/Bangladesh/2019/Kiron
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other, the IFCs are seen as community centres
that foster collaboration and teamwork, promote
solidarity and, ultimately, generate hope for a
better future. The impact of such an enabling
environment on vulnerable community members
is transformative and well captured in the
following three-word quote: “Rohingya need
me!"” This is how Somira, a Rohingya refugee,
age 25, summed up her experience as a ‘'model
mother” and community mobilizer at an IFC. Like
other community mobilizers, Somira takes pride
in the work she does. “My family, my husband,
everybody around me supports my work as a
volunteer; because they know what | am doing
here [she points to the little boy at the door of
the centre], even my five-year-old son knows,
and he wants to help too.” Empowered by their
agency and contribution to the community, the
volunteers are passionate about helping others
overcome challenges and avoid the difficulties
they themselves experienced. Hasine, a ‘model
mother’, explained, “If | knew before what |
learned about childcare here [at the IFC], maybe |
wouldn't have lost my two children in Myanmar.2°

Another aspect of IFCs concerns the gender
dynamics of the response. The available data
demonstrate that the majority of refugees using
the IFCs are women (70 per cent to 75 per cent),
who are also responsible for household chores
and for the wellbeing of the family. However,

as research® conducted by UNICEF and the
Institute of Development Studies revealed,
there have traditionally been many restrictions
on the movement of Rohingya women and
adolescent girls. The religious, social and cultural
norms of the community (such as purdah,®’

the practice of female seclusion) and safety
concerns (including sexual harassment, gender-
based violence and human trafficking) impose
restrictions that confine them to their homes,
unless accompanied by a male family member.
Therefore, enabling women and girls to gain
access to public spaces, including child-friendly
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spaces and ‘safe spaces’ for women, as well
as basic facilities and services available in the
camps, proved to be a challenge.

Two years after the onset of the crisis, this picture
had gradually changed. The active involvement

of female mobilizers in IFCs, and their increasing
visibility in the public sphere, combined with
gender-focused IPC sessions at household level,
have contributed significantly to the efforts

of UNICEF and other humanitarian agencies®?
towards gender equality. Ayesha, a mother of
four, shared her experience, “1 was sick for a long
time, suffering from strong pain, but | didn’t know
where to go, how to ask for help. My neighbour
is a ‘model mother’; she told me ‘go there

[IFC], tell them your problem’. It was my first
time in the centre. | was sent to a health facility
the same day where the doctor said that | was
infected; | have diphtheria and it is dangerous,”
she explained,® "I was soon cured.”** Listening
to Ayesha'’s story, Jamal Uddin, a project manager
from the partnering NGO BITA, emphasized the
radical shift in the community's perception over
time, "Arriving to this point was not easy. Our
mobilizers were not accepted at the beginning.
The refugee families, particularly men, were very
afraid and reluctant to cooperate. Some accused
our staff, "You are here to convert our wives

and daughters to Christianity!" New volunteers
are lucky; the [Rohingyal people are already
convinced about the IFCs and appreciate the
work they do for them."%®

Among the many factors behind the high
motivation and drive of the ‘'model mothers’

and youth volunteers are their sense of self-
worth and pride in the work of the IFCs, the
bonds they form with humanitarian workers and
other community members, and their ability to
contribute to the family income. This is also true
for local IFC staff. Halida, age 21 and the eldest of
six sisters, explained, "All my sisters and teachers



say they are proud of the work | do at the centre.
They encourage me to continue my studies after
graduation. | am thinking of organizing female
groups and working on refugee culture in the
future.” In fact, the inclusive and participatory
environment organized around each |IFC plays an
essential role in promoting collaborative, socially
cohesive and peaceful coexistence between the
Rohingya refugee and host communities. This

is what Idris, a youth mobilizer from the host
community, wanted to explain, “I have been
involved in the IFC interventions for more than 20
months. It was a big lesson for me. The work we
do together [with Rohingya people] in this centre
allowed me to get to know Rohingya people
better. We are hosting a refugee family in our
house. They live together with us."3¢

Improving Accountability to the Rohingya Refugees in
Cox’s Bazar, Bangladesh

21



Global commitments in the local context

IFCs play a central role in strengthening UNICEF’s
overall response to the Rohingya humanitarian
crisis and, at the same time, they are a significant
step forward in the efforts of the organization to
improve accountability to affected populations. A
review of the observations and recommendations
made by the Grand Bargain agreement®” and

the World Humanitarian Summit commitments
help clarify the point. The Grand Bargain aims

to improve the delivery of humanitarian aid by
prioritizing the need for accurate and timely
information to reach the most vulnerable
communities, and for an effective process to
promote participation and feedback, taking into
account the views of the affected community

in order to tailor the humanitarian response
accordingly. Such a response would need to

fulfill the core commitments and responsibilities
outlined by the World Humanitarian Summit, 8
including taking concrete steps to end and
prevent gender-based violence in emergencies
and to improve accountability,® meeting needs,
reducing vulnerability, and increasing the
resilience of refugees. The World Humanitarian
Summit responsibilities also call for empowering
women and girls and enabling adolescents to

be agents of positive transformation,*® putting
affected communities at the centre of the
humanitarian response.*'

In order to achieve this level of success, a two-
way, trusted, efficient and gender-sensitive
response mechanism is necessary to disseminate
information and provide reliable feedback, with
the active engagement of the most vulnerable
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community members and accountability to

all those affected. What is equally vital for
UNICEF and other agencies is to create a secure
environment that safeguards the affected
community in contact with aid agencies from
any form of sexual exploitation and misconduct.
The most recent Grand Bargain Independent
Annual Report*? urges humanitarian agencies to
take appropriate measures and establish self-
reporting systems to prevent sexual exploitation
and abuse. Delivering timely and on-site referral,
disseminating life-saving messages, promoting
positive behaviour, and empowering members
of the affected community to become mobilizers
and change agents is critical for success. The
commitment for accountability to the affected
population also requires access to safe and
private spaces, especially for women and girls,
and standard procedures, including for protection
from sexual exploitation and abuse, and gender-
based violence prevention and response. IFCs
across Cox's Bazar district make a practical
contribution to fulfilling these commitments.



Lessons learned and way forward

Face-to-face community feedback
mechanisms that include both fixed and
mobile components are an effective way

to reach and engage affected communities
for accountability, service utilization and
behaviour change. Investments are required
early on for developing and testing SOPs and
building capacity of staff to effectively gather
and respond to community feedback whilst
maintaining confidentiality and consistency.

The use of multiple communication devices
and creative tools, such as tablet computers,
wind-up radio sets, speakers, mikes,
information leaflets, visual materials and mural
art, are an effective component of the IFC
response. Strengthening the infrastructure of
the centres through the provision of electrical
and solar power and internet connectivity
would further improve online communication
and related activities, and strengthen real-time
data collection and monitoring, as well as
saving limited resources.

Digitizing information, complaints, queries

and feedback collected at IFCs facilitates rapid
data entry and retention and improves analysis
and information sharing, thereby increasing
the efficiency of the response at multiple
levels. Such an initiative also introduces

new challenges and priorities related to risk
management and data protection, which
needs to be addressed by appropriate data
security and oversight mechanisms.

Instantaneous and broad dissemination

of digitized information and data to other
sectors/clusters for a more timely and
efficient response remains a key challenge
to be addressed. Consultative efforts should

be made at the start for building ownership
and action from other agencies and sectors/
clusters.

The low level of awareness is another
important area for future attention, as
currently only about 23 per cent of the refugee
children and families in the camps know

about the IFCs.*® Investing in more actions to
increase awareness of and access to the IFCs
should be made.

In order to further strengthen accountability
to the affected population and assess the
community’s satisfaction regarding the
services delivered by IFCs, a number of
surveys have been conducted in refugee
camps and host communities. The findings
will inform future interventions, services and
feedback mechanisms.

There are a number of different models of
information hubs/centres run by different
agencies in the camps. To harmonize the
response, standardize the services and ensure
quality, an Information Hubs Sub-Working
Group was established under the CwC
Working Group in January 2018.4* Despite the
many efforts of the Information Hubs Sub-
Working Group (including developing SOP and
setting up measures for better coordination),
a number of information centres continue

to operate using a separate mechanism

and procedure for referral, recording and
response.* Consolidating the approach of
different agencies in the use of a common
agreed mechanism for data collection

and analysis would greatly enhance both
coordination and the humanitarian response.
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