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Foreword


The names of organisations and of real people in this book have been changed to protect them for various reasons. The locations and situations are all based on actual experiences and real events. 


			



Philip (Phil) Jones was born in Liverpool in 1962. His family moved to Cavan Road, which sat on the then tri-district border of Norris Green, West Derby and Clubmoor, when he was two years old. He attended school at Broad Square County Primary and later, West Derby Comprehensive. Phil left school not knowing, nor caring at that time, about his exam grades. He didn’t like school at all.


On leaving school at sixteen, Phil’s first job, which didn’t last long, was with an industrial cleaning company, followed by an apprenticeship in carpentry at Price-Wise joinery.


At seventeen and a half years of age, being disillusioned with life, he left his job and joined the army, and went on to serve a full 22-year career. Phil enjoyed the operational tours and the constant challenges and risks. He also spent two periods, each lasting two years, training recruits, primarily as a corporal and latterly as a sergeant.


Phil left the army in 2002, with his certificates of military education1, basic and advanced levels, as the only educational certificates he had, and began his ‘life journey’ and second career within the humanitarian sector. 


Initially, he was a project manager, then after a change in circumstances, he became acting country director and finally safety and security adviser. Most notably, he became Save the Children UK’s first full-time safety and security global adviser in 2005, as part of the organisation’s emergency section. 


This role gave Phil a thorough understanding of the sector and its personality, flaws, attitudes and weaknesses. It was a fantastic but steep learning curve which eventually led to Phil becoming an independent safety and security consultant, delivering training, advice and direction to many of the world’s leading international non-governmental organisations (INGOs) in hostile, unstable, natural disaster, health epidemics, war and post-war environments. 


Conducting work in many locations worldwide often put Phil directly in harm’s way as he worked to ensure the safety of the field teams and successful delivery of humanitarian programmes.


Phil believed in his work, to try and develop a sense of individual and collective ownership of safety and security, which he assessed in the early days to be lacking for the teams operating in the field in some of the most difficult and dangerous locations in the world.


Leading by example, delivering training using real-time experiences and making the field teams fully aware of their environment, the risks, the threats and their vulnerability to them gave him the training mantra of: “If you are well trained and fully aware, you can work safer for longer.”


During the years that followed, Phil became a constant traveller, and spent much time away from home. The list of global locations was impressive, as was the list of conflict zones he would work across, as well as the natural disasters which spanned tsunamis, earthquakes and hurricanes/tornados. He also supported interventions into epidemics, such as cholera and Ebola. 


Phil worked among some of the poorest and most deprived populations on the planet. Hunger and poverty were almost ever present throughout his journey.


Phil eventually retired from working in hostile locations in December 2014 on return from Sierra Leone, following his contribution during the major Ebola outbreak.


Phil is now the operations director in an international export supply business founded by his wife. Together they own the company, which also employs their two grown-up children.


Phil is married to Val, and together they have a daughter, Vikki-Lea (aged 30), and a son, Ryan (aged 21). Vikki works full time in the family business and Ryan is currently in his final year at Loughborough University, studying International Business. He helps out with the family business during university breaks.


Not forgetting Benny the Pugalier, the family mascot.


Their family home is in Ruskington, a small village in Lincolnshire. 


This book is finally being written, after years of prompting and prodding, during the global COVID-19 pandemic of 2020.




			
				
1 Education for Promotion Certificate, EPC and EPC-A (Advanced) consisting of numeracy, management, army in the contemporary world and literacy (English). Basic level required for promotion to sergeant, and advanced level for promotion to warrant officer. 

				
			
		


Preface 



It has been very difficult to accurately portray the experiences I had during the 15 years I worked within the humanitarian sector without identifying areas that, in my opinion, were either mismanaged or avoided. I was thrown in at the deep end and had a very steep learning curve to deal with.


The large majority of humanitarian workers are selfless, hard working, courageous, thoughtful and kind. 


They give up their home lives to help others and to intervene in far-flung locations, often working and living in terrible conditions and sometimes suffering the same conditions as those who they assist. These are generally known as the emergency teams, deployed quickly to natural disasters, such as earthquakes, tsunamis, floods and hurricanes, and war and post-war environments, bringing rapid support to famine, disease and displaced people in affected places.


However, there are also some interventions that are the absolute opposite. For example, as part of an emergency response, I attended the cyclone disaster in Myanmar (Burma). The cyclone was called ‘Nargis’; just as hurricanes are named, so, too, are cyclones (which are the same as hurricanes and just as destructive, but differ in name due to the locations in which they occur).


For this intervention, we were accommodated in a very plush hotel in a nice part of Yangon (also known as Rangoon). This was largely dictated by the military government who wanted to, and did, control all movement of foreign-aid workers and keep them in a place of their (the government’s) choosing. 


The worst affected locations were quite a long way from Yangon. The Irrawaddy delta region was the hardest hit, with the most destruction and fatalities. (Over the three days of storms, around 138,000 were killed and tens of thousands injured, resulting in around 2.5 million people homeless.)


Aid agencies were not initially allowed to visit the delta region without first obtaining permission from the government through the police and having received papers stating who you were, where you were going and which organisation you represented. Police checkpoints along the routes into the delta region were there to check that you had the right documentation. But the main issue was that you started your journey from a point of obvious comfort, a nice hotel room, then went to a location completely destroyed, where people had lost everything and were struggling to survive. A big contrast.


Other examples are programmes that are referred to as ‘developmental programmes’. These are long-term programmes, often over decades, where the populace is constantly suffering from famine, extreme poverty or very long conflict-driven issues. Many, but not all, developmental country programmes emanate from emergency responses. Such is the effect of a ‘rapid-onset’ crisis, that it needs years of direct support, hence the ‘developmental approach’. 


The main aim, while alleviating suffering, is to try to make each intervention as sustainable as possible. The ideal is to ensure that the good work done initially, however long that takes, can be continued once the INGOs and humanitarian workers have all gone home. During most of the interventions, national staff are trained to replace international staff, leaving behind a skill base that can continue and become self-supportive. Much of this depends on donor funding, without which it becomes very difficult to sustain.


Many international staff remain with the developmental programmes for years. They can, depending on the local security situation, be accompanied by their spouses and children, living in accommodation provided by the organisation they work for. In many locations, they will have a vehicle provided, a cleaner for their house and may even, in some cases, have a cook too.2


In the many years before I became involved in humanitarian associated work, there was, of course, hardship for its workers, but generally, there was very little in the way of direct targeting of aid workers, not dismissing the fact that there were killings of aid workers before this time. Many ‘missionaries’ (as they were often referred to) were killed due to their religious beliefs and other associated issues during interventions in conflict zones.


Since 9/11, the targeting of aid workers became a serious and deadly risk. One, in my humble opinion, the sector was slow to respond to.


Listening to many seasoned aid workers, and with my own observations, I drew several conclusions as to how and why people operated, particularly in hostile conflict locations.


There are undoubtedly those who selflessly dedicated their lives to helping people, in both emergency and developmental programmes, for many years, not facing or experiencing any direct targeted aggression. They were generally allowed to deliver their programmes of famine and poverty relief, primary healthcare delivery, education and livelihood support, with a much lower level of threat and risk to themselves. 


Some of these people believed that they were immune to attack because they were helping everyone; being impartial, non-governmental, independent and transparent in their work. Seldom were they targeted because they were European, American or any type of foreigner; this all changed after 9/11 to a devastating effect.


It still took, in my opinion, an extraordinarily long time for some of the ‘old and bold’ to adjust to the change, and several I came across were often of the opinion that if it hadn’t happened to them or they hadn’t experienced such aggression over many years in the job, then it wouldn’t happen now; a complete head-in-the-sand approach.


I was luckier than most coming into the humanitarian sector. I had good mentors who became very good friends. I had a solid background of being in conflict locations and an understanding of the risks involved. My training over 22 years (in my previous life) had given me a much needed and welcomed head start on many of those I would go on to work with over the coming years.


Change is inevitable. Those who refuse to accept change often suffer as a consequence; those who do accept it in this sector are often more aware, effective, safer and far better managers and leaders of their teams.


Regardless of the type of intervention, emergency or developmental, never be tempted to believe in the stereotyped term ‘tree-huggers’ that is often and wrongly bestowed upon humanitarian workers. While in other walks of life this reference to ‘fluffy do-gooders’ may be accurate, my experience of the people in the humanitarian sector that I have worked with is far from the ‘tree-hugging’ stereotype. Some are the most courageous, hard-working, determined, generous and selfless men and women I have ever been associated with. My hats off to them all.




2 Cooks, cleaners, drivers and other ancillary staff are employed from within the local community, who are often deprived of employment, have large extended families to support and, for the most part, are living in extreme hardship. The employment they are given is very well received, as the wage they get is often a lifeline for them and their families. This is a very carefully planned strategy to help the local community by creating employment opportunities where, in some places, none exist. 


			
		

My Caveat



Now this is why it is hard to tell this story. Let me explain.


Over the years, there has been an unwelcome and misguided group of people who successfully apply for work within the sector. These people are collectively known as ‘disaster tourists’ or, as some call themselves, ‘disaster junkies’. These are people who appear to thrive on being in disaster locations, not for the help they can deliver, but to take photos of suffering, destruction or death and share the horror stories with their friends back home in the pub.


It is hard to identify these people at the application and interview stage, as they tend to know what they have to say to make themselves sound compassionate, dedicated and an appropriate fit for the job. Many are (very) well educated, but, as I quickly found out, having a degree or a master’s degree doesn’t mean you are a correct fit for the job (or that you have any level of intelligence for that matter).


From my observation, these people do exist in the sector. Sometimes it is hard to recruit the right number of people for any given response, as manpower scale-up can quickly outstrip the reserves of experienced people.


They tend to become recognisable pretty early into any emergency deployment; they always want the gory details and they take photographs of the things they shouldn’t (not for historical records or for any practical reason, but to ‘wow’ their friends back home; the ‘look at me, aren’t I brave?’ type of approach).


Once identified, they are usually sent home, but it always leaves added pressure on the team remaining, as someone has to pick up the slack until a replacement is found.


As in any sector or walk of life, there are those who are seen as autocratic, dictatorial and bullies. There are those who take the glory of others for themselves and there are people who bluff their way through life because they have the attributes I have just mentioned. This book contains, in my opinion, some people like these.


On the flip side, there are those who are good leaders, good managers and humble, compassionate and hard-working people who (thankfully) far outnumber those ‘bad eggs’. Leading by example, in my opinion, is the best way. Great if you can talk a good talk, but actions speak much louder than words. Be judged on what you do rather than what you say.


Finally (“Phew!” I hear you say), I am not an expert in the workings, policies or internal politics of the humanitarian sector. I am also not a historian. I have some knowledge, but it is limited to the organisations I have worked for and the places I have worked. I have a lot of practical experience from my past life and the following 15-plus years I worked in the sector, and my particular area of expertise is in the practical aspect of safety and security in hostile locations, doing all I can to try to keep people safe, and planning for what to do when things go wrong. In a nutshell, that’s it!3 


This book is written from my perspective, using my observations, my experiences and my memories. I dare say some of my own weaknesses may be apparent in this book as I have been as honest about myself as I have been about others. 


At no time in the writing of this book have I intended to offend, discredit or be unjust to any person or situation, but no doubt someone somewhere may have an opposing opinion and that is fine. This is my clearest recollection of what happened and how it happened. For clarity, I have expanded upon some descriptions to ensure that those who have no knowledge of the workings of the humanitarian sector, particularly the hostile environment interventions, get a clearer understanding of the situation as it develops and why some things are more important in a wider context than may appear at first glance; not always so obvious.


Humanitarian interventions are complex. They almost always involve some level of hardship. They can often be in a very high-risk and dangerous environment. The good people I have met and worked with are special and are truly unsung heroes for delivering the life-saving work they do.


We in developed industrialised nations have the military, the police, the fire service, the ambulance service, doctors, nurses, care workers and all of the emergency services (sorry if I have left anyone out), who are rightly held in the highest esteem. I would like the reader to place high on that list those who give up their time, their home and their family life for long periods; those who are courageous and willing to sacrifice their lives for people in hardship and difficulty, for people they have never met, across the world.


These amazing people working in the humanitarian sector should be highly ranked in society. They are without doubt fantastically dedicated people. 


I hope my book, warts and all, can give everyone a little bit of insight to an unfamiliar world and break the unwanted, stereotypical ‘tree-hugger’ millstone that has wrongly hung around the neck of the sector for years. 



			
3 Many confuse my role with Health and Safety. It’s not. My role is about keeping people aware and safe while delivering programmes in high-risk locations, planning procedures for emergency evacuation, training people to recognise when they are being targeted (including what to do if you are shot at, caught in a minefield, involved in a bombing, have been abducted, are at potentially hostile checkpoints) and many other skills and protocols that might be required within the context of the location I am working. I also act, where possible, as a go-between negotiator with rebel groups. This is a very carefully planned and thought-through process. Being liaison between the aid organisation and a rebel group can be precarious in the extreme, but it should be noted that not all rebel or opposition groups are the baddies. Some governments are far worse. 
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Chapter 1:

Start of a Journey – Setting the Scene



At 40 years of age, a new life was beginning; no structure and no set direction. A reliance on my gratuity payment and the wages from my wife’s job was just about the limit of our financial resources.


After leaving the army after 22 years, I was now in totally uncharted territory. Getting used to a new life and, more importantly, trying to make it work was now my ‘mission’. (Note to self: new life, new setting, new environment, so cut the militaristic jargon. It might help me settle in!)


So, here I sit in the house we’d bought a few years before I left the forces (a great decision otherwise I might be homeless now!), pondering just what the hell to do next. I had absolutely no idea, no plan, and with the end-of-service date only just having passed, I had no real motivation to rush into anything else just yet.


As a family, we had holidayed several times over the years in Frejus, on the Cote D’Azure, in the south of France, and had toyed with the idea of investing in a few of the mobile holiday homes on the Holiday Green site… New business for a new chapter?


So the idea took its next step, and off we went for a month to the south of France for a recce (bloody military terms again!).


The recce proved what I had really suspected all along: too expensive to make it viable. But we had a great month-long holiday, including a stop off at Disneyland Paris. The kids loved it, and in truth, we did too, but no plan emerged from it, so back to square one; again.


As time drifted on, I got bored of what seemed like an eternal leave period. (Shit! There it is again. Is it so ingrained in me that I just can’t shift it?)


In my latter days in the army, I became (what I thought) a bit of a whiz on the computer. Having had a DOS-based (for the non-geeks among you, DOS, or Disk Operating System, was a really basic computer programme which worked the computer) word processor, the Amstrad PCW 9512 with the loudest dot matrix printer ever, to cut my teeth on. I later sold it and progressed to a second-hand desktop of questionable origin, operating a very early version of Windows, and via the phone line I could access the internet (when I had time to sit and wait for the images to load pixel by pixel in a greyish, black and whitish horizontal stream of very slow lines). At the time, it was a true sneak peek into the future; a major technological breakthrough. Well, at least in our household!


Using a few years of experience experimenting, buggering up and losing documents (that I had spent hours putting together), I became quite the expert in producing training certificates and training programmes and writing letters and CVs, getting quite inventive and artistic. I decided to put those self-taught skills to the test. I started a self-employed business targeting new and small businesses. I designed and printed logos, business cards, advertising flyers, menus and anything else I could persuade people they needed.


After a small investment (from my shrinking gratuity pot), I bought a desk, a laptop and a decent printer (at least I thought it was at the time). I printed off some samples and set off locally to gain some business. It worked for a while. My new company was proudly called ‘Personal Designs’. I had gained a few repeat customers, some of whom I had designed unique business logos for. It was a minor success, and kept me occupied for quite a few months.


Personal Designs very quickly became mind-numbingly boring; not being used to being desk-bound, it was having a really negative effect on me and the ‘can’t be arsed’ syndrome quickly took hold.


Moving from my desk and into the living room to watch TV (telling myself I needed a break), I began to spend more time away from my work and either going out running or for long tabs (and there it is again… I was doing well. I meant walks) in different places with a mate from next door. I was starting to think I needed something more, something with a hint of excitement and risk. Being drawn back into my last life, or at least the operational sense of it, I needed, or rather longed for, a change. Little did I know it would come from daytime TV.

*

		
		


Chapter 2:


Be Careful What You Wish For



Being bored off my tits, I moved from my desk into the living room with a steaming brew and a few biscuits in hand. I sat down and switched on the TV. Flicking over the channels, I stopped as an interview with a famous comedy actor came on the screen. Ha! A bit of comedy to brighten my day, or so I thought.


Wrong! He was talking about a UK-based charity, The Child-Focused INGO (UK). As a patron, he was talking about their international interventions and some of their work around the globe. My mind flashed back to my last operational tour of Kosovo when I had been involved in some liaison work between the military and civilian aid groups, one most notably was The Child-Focused INGO. I had already undertaken some post-conflict aid to the civil community in conducting rapid assessments of issues that needed addressing in Pristina; everything from engaging the local councils and private construction companies to come together to fix infrastructure damage, such as the major drains under the city. Other projects were the removal of growing mountains of household waste that was rapidly accumulating and posing real health hazards. But the projects I took to most were those that directly benefitted the children who had gone through a horrific and very recent war. They were not back at school, and their play areas had been destroyed. It was here that I met Jane and Sue, who were running child-focused programmes for the children of Kosovo and had projects in and around Pristina.


I shared some of my assessments with them, including a new play area in the open space between blocks of flats in the Sunny Hills area of the city. The Child-Focused INGO conducted their own assessment and agreed that this was a need that could reach many children in the area, then funded and project-managed the task. I also directed them to what I called ‘the lost children of Pristina’ who were families consisting of only kids. Being looked after by older siblings, they relied on the generosity of neighbours for food but this wasn’t consistent.


There was one particular child who was slowly going blind due to a strange growth on his eyeball. I mentioned this to The Child-Focused INGO team, and it was much later that I learned that they organised a medical intervention that saved his sight. A fantastic result.


After listening to the comedic actor and seeing his obvious and infectious enthusiasm for the organisation and its work, I thought I would make contact with them; firstly, to ask about Jane and Sue and their progress in Kosovo, but also, in the intervening days, I had searched their website and noticed that they advertised jobs in several countries. Maybe, I thought, I could register my interest, but at the time, it was purely a call out of curiosity about the programme update.


The phone was answered by a lady called Shirley. I introduced myself, and told her the story of Kosovo and my involvement with both Jane and Sue. I also mentioned that I’d had a very brief conversation with a guy called Paul during a chance meeting in Pristina.


I found it strange that Shirley, who I had never met, appeared to know quite a lot about me and my dealings with the civil communities in Pristina, and had praised my work that had crossed with Jane and Sue. Anyway, after a brief chat, she said she would put me through to Paul, who I now knew, via their website, to be the CEO of The Child-Focused INGO.


With a click on the phone line, a soft Southern Irish accent enthusiastically asked, “Is that Phil the Scouser from Pristina? How are you?”


Slightly startled, but pleased he not only remembered my name but also that I was a Scouser, I replied, “Hi, Paul. Yes, it is. How are you?” A light-hearted conversation was struck, and after several questions about my situation outside of the army and my diverse business interventions, Paul, asked if I would come to London on Wednesday? He would take me to lunch to have, in his words, ‘a grand catch up’.


As it was only Monday, I thought it was doable, so I agreed to meet him at his office in Kentish Town, and that was it.


I sat with my wife, Val, that evening, telling her about the call and how they appeared to be well informed about me and my time in Kosovo. Was it just a nice coincidence, I wondered? I thought no more of it.


Wednesday arrived. Not liking the underground, I debussed the train (there it is again… no one says debuss… ARRRGH) at King’s Cross and took a taxi to The Child-Focused INGO office. It was rather dark and dingy, but the walls were decorated with photographs from projects in unknown (to me) locations. The Child-Focused INGO logo was ever present wherever you looked.


I was greeted by a lady who stated, “You must be Phil?” Confirming that I was, she told me she had spoken to me on the phone and her name was Shirley. She then ushered me through to meet Paul.


I was welcomed with a hearty, firm handshake and a huge smile. Paul’s body language was relaxed, and his conversation was enquiring but very informal. Paul had charisma in bucket loads. He was very passionate, practical and enthusiastic about his job and the organisation. He had little time for ‘red tape’ and prohibiting regulations, but was a clear thinker and a direct-action type of guy. I liked him a lot; I thought we may have much in common.


As the Iraq War (the second) was coming to its conclusion and coalition forces were in Baghdad, Paul told me of a team he had ready to go into Iraq, Nasiriyah to be more exact. The team was waiting in a hotel in Kuwait City for the fighting to conclude and the all clear to be given to progress under the UN and coalition into Iraq.


Put bluntly, Paul asked if I would be interested in joining the team. He told me to think about it and if I was interested, they could formally interview me at the office that same day and get things moving…


Two hours later, I was phoning Val to tell her that I had got a job, agreed a salary and would be travelling soon. Well, on Friday to be exact!


On the way home on the train, I received a call from Shirley who was now coordinating my movement plan. She told me the flight details, what I needed to take with me and the time to arrive at the office before going to the airport on Friday. And as a throwaway line, she told me I had a salary increase; I hadn’t even started the job yet!


At home, I was now saying my goodbyes, passing on all my contact details and going through, in detail, my plans with Val, should anything go wrong. After all, she was the only person in the world (and still is) who I could trust to initiate my action plans if things went tits up. Luckily I have not needed to call on that after all these years.


After arriving in Kuwait and refamiliarizing myself with the place I’d last visited during the first Gulf War (Operation Granby), I met the team and discussed their ideas and plans with them, for when the programme was given the go-ahead.


The appointed country director was a young lady who was a qualified dentist. She was a little unsure of her authority and was often driven in her decision making by the logistician guy, who had a bit more experience but his background was in the music industry. Another team member was a young guy who, judging by his appearance, was still living in the punk era, but he turned out to be a very clever and likable guy. He often had some very practical and sensible inputs but was not forceful enough to have his ideas fully appreciated or listened to, and when challenged, he quickly withdrew and became quiet. He was always unwell, and it eventually led to his withdrawal from the programme. The others could have learnt a lot from this guy. I did.


As we waited at the hotel in Kuwait, I made a connection with members of another aid organisation who had moved into the rooms next to The Child-Focused INGO. I became good friends with their country director, and we sat for hours chatting about programme direction and implementation. I discussed a joint contingency plan with him as well, as he, too, was going to Nasiriyah.


An uneasy cessation of war fighting was underway. Saddam Hussain and his family were on the run, the Iraqi army was in disarray and had surrendered, small groups of fedayeen (Fedayeen Saddam is a guerrilla force of so-called elite fighters formed as a militia) were still attacking coalition-forces’ bases and convoys. They provided a regular threat across Dhi Qar Province and beyond. During this uneasy period, the green light was given and the great aid convoy via Kuwait’s border made its way north.


The area and district of Dhi Qar was in the south-central region of Iraq, and Nasiriyah was its regional capital. Sitting on the Euphrates, it had a very important and strategic location.


The fighting here during the conflict had been intense, and many reported that the battle for Nasiriyah was among the fiercest fighting of the war, in part due to large amounts of fedayeen based in the region.


After a brief and uneasy stay in the American field base at the Tallil Air Base, called Camp Whitehorse, we moved out to stand on our own and to find accommodation and office space, which would preferably be two very separate locations so that one could relocate to the other if the situation deemed it necessary.


As a project manager, I had several irons in the fire concerning new projects. I spent the first night in our new compound, which was close to the outskirts of the city. Sitting in the candlelit gloom with the team discussing our next steps gave me an uneasy feeling, and we all wondered if the fragile peace would be short lived. 


Sitting in an open courtyard at night with no light pollution, the stars appeared extra bright and the sky extra dark. The idyllic scene was punctuated often with automatic gunfire from just beyond our compound walls and the arc of the red tracer rounds could be seen disappearing into the deep black sky.


Understanding the difference of celebratory gunfire and direct, targeted gunfire, I took to informing the team of the principle of ‘crack and thump’.4 Having been around all types of weapons and being a weapons instructor in my previous life, I was used to the sound, but it did make me giggle watching the reaction of others. I would often shout ‘take cover’ just to see what reaction it would get; it was childish and not very clever, but bloody funny at times.


In those first few days, partly because of my role in my previous life, I took to educating the team on the sounds and effects of small arms fire (yep, there it is again! I mean hand-held weapons such as pistols, rifles, machine guns and some anti-tank rocket launchers), talking through the theory of small arms fire (yep… noted. Sorry!), discussing what constitutes effective cover and dispelling the TV war and cowboy movie myths that an upturned wooden kitchen table is bulletproof.


I also took it upon myself to discuss, plan and execute our emergency procedures. Everything from hibernation planning to escaping by vehicle, on foot and, if needed, by heli-extraction. It very quickly went from just a list of advisories to a full-time role of safety and security management alongside my project manager role.


Documents were sourced from the global generic organisational emergency plans and turned into real-time action plans with detailed ‘actions on’. (Yep, I know, but give me this one, as it is really appropriate!) I had a liaison role with the American Marines HQ in Nasiriyah using my experience and understanding of their operational capabilities and more crucially, establishing connections with those individuals who could make things happen if we needed it. Important relationships were made with the logistical troops alongside the warfighting tactical arm. When the crap hit the air-conditioner, could I rely on these troops to save our bacon? (Turkey bacon BTW. Keeping culturally correct.) I was never more than 60 per cent sure of that, so a different plan ran concurrent to the link with the US Forces and briefly it was split as follows:

			1. Emergency hibernation planning when it’s impossible to move on the streets and you are not the obvious or intended target of any attacks. (Independent action)

			2. Local evacuation within the city from current location to a safer location. (Independent action)

			3. As above, but in partnership with other aid organisations.

			4. Country evacuation pre-planned. (Collective with other organisations and military assistance)

			5. Country evacuation immediate move. (Independent action)

			6. As above, but in partnership with other organisations.



While the above are just general headings, the actual planning was detailed and required ownership from everyone involved. It was easier to get buy-in with some people than with others. Some can make the simplest plans appear as difficult as plaiting diarrhoea. It was a serious situation, and many aid workers in Iraq at that time were inexperienced working in an active hostile location. Although ‘officially’ the war was over, sporadic fighting on a large scale was still happening.


The safety and security management was by far the most difficult task I engaged in during this period of my new career. Project managing the individual programme sectors was a doddle in comparison.


We hadn’t been in our new home in Nasiriyah for long when the team started to fall apart. Our intelligent punk rocker was medically evacuated back to the UK, not to be seen again; the dentist country director either quit or was fired (I don’t know which, but she left); the logistician, who developed a bad rash on his torso, bailed out too. That left me, Phil the Scouser, on my first humanitarian intervention, with less than a month in the job, running the place with our locally recruited programme manager, Nasir.


I was quickly promoted to acting country director, senior programme manager, logistics manager, finance manager, safety and security manager and HR/recruitment manager for the bakery we were building. Oh, I nearly forgot, head of civil/military liaison and sole attendee of a million meetings each week. I very quickly decided which meetings were worth attending and which were just some people telling other people just how well they were doing and what a great job they were all collectively doing for the locals… ‘Waffling bullshit meetings’ I used to call them, with little structure, next to no information worth listening to and bugger all use to the lowlife like me.


Finding meetings that had enough accurate information that could be analysed and used to benefit our communities was a skill in itself. They were out there: people talking sense based on fact and offering real-time programme collaboration. They were worth their weight in gold.


As the days passed, Nasir and I formed a very close friendship, and he became my local eyes and ears. He was a family man who was a real grafter, had a great sense of community and wanted, via The Child-Focused INGO, to help as many people as he could. He was totally dedicated; something I came to test and rely on over the months that followed.


Our primary and biggest project was the building of a bakery to produce vitamin-enriched flatbreads to the local schools, hospitals and vulnerable groups in Nasiriyah.


Land was acquired, the building was constructed and the baking machinery was imported from Beirut, Lebanon. During the pre-programme briefing, I thought we would be operating a series of old but simple pizza-type ovens with pull-down fronts. I was amazed to see this was very modern automated equipment where you load the dough mix in one end, it moves the large lump to be pressed, rolled and cut, then on to a series of moving conveyor belts (the proving stage) and flattened, then another a conveyor belt through an oven, out the other side and onto a series of cooling conveyor racks, finally sliding down a chute to where the packers put the still-warm flatbreads into The Child-Focused INGO’s logoed bags, 12 breads at a time, ready for distribution. It was a fantastic set up, and if we had the ingredients, we could run the bakery 24/7. However, the road to achieving this was far from easy, and as it turned out, required a lot of ‘favours’ to be taken and given before production could start.


I was learning on the hoof, and it was a very, very steep learning curve. I had great respect for the authority that Paul had given me and the trust he had in me to get things done regardless of my inexperience. In many ways, the work-based methodology was similar to what I was used to in my previous life, in that it was task orientated and required a practical approach; in other ways it appeared to be a polar opposite.


The world of international non-governmental organisations (INGOs or NGOs for short) was a complex new environment for me. My thinking was simple (naively so at times): we are all volunteers, and we all want to contribute to make life for those affected by war, natural disaster, poverty or health issues, such as epidemics or pandemics (cholera and Ebola, I would get to know), better and more bearable. You would, as an outsider, think all organisations would be pulling in the same direction and be mutually supportive, yes?


Well, yes and no. I observed that if two INGOs were running the same programmes, i.e. health interventions (the setting up of clinics and primary health care), they shouldn’t be run in the same ‘space’. Confused? Yep, I was. There is a ‘thing’ called ‘operational space’ which I understood to mean: “This is our turf. We are doing health, so go and redesign your programme to do something else or move out of our ‘space’.” This led to some organisations avoiding full cooperation with others, often causing some ill feeling between them. I later (much later) had it explained (in a very roundabout way, which at times was as clear as mud) that much of this issue rotated around donor funding. If an organisation was already running an emergency health programme, for example, in a particular ‘space’ then another organisation asking maybe the same donor to fund them to do something similar would often mean a refusal due to duplication.


INGOs are fierce about their funding streams, as it is their lifeblood. As a charity, they rely on external funding, and invest huge amounts of time and effort in planning and writing proposals for programme funding to donors. From my personal and somewhat naive perspective, I thought then, and still may have similar thoughts now, that the whole competition for ‘space’ and all that was involved in it, was not quite right. I often wondered if the reason for the actual intervention was at some point being lost a little. So, to avoid duplication, organisations had to find ‘gaps’ in the ‘space’ and attempt to fill them with the right intervention. Laugh? Yep; I did, as it can at times become absurd.


I must add, though, that once ‘space’ has been decided, the emergency work that the INGOs do is fantastic on many levels. It’s not without criticism, for sure, and at times they do reinvent the wheel many times over, but for the conditions they tolerate, the low pay they receive and the hardships and sometimes extreme risk they face to help others, it is absolutely admirable.


It was in my early days in Iraq with The Child-Focused INGO that I first encountered the United Nations in a non-military capacity. (I had been part of UN military forces in Bosnia and Cyprus.) UNICEF, UNWFP, UNOCHA and so many more were quite new to me. More so, it was the first time I’d heard anyone say anything derogatory about them as an organisation. I’d thought (naively again) that they were the saviours who appear and put the world to right wherever needed. Again, as I was constantly told: “WRONG, WRONG, WRONG!”


While the mandate for UN interventions is different in almost every country in which they exist, they do have their own ethos to do good and make difficult situations better in many ways. But their interventions, according to many seasoned INGO workers, are tainted by hugely inflated wages for staff (often seen as the wrong incentive to do this type of humanitarian work) which are passed on to locally hired staff at a rate way beyond the national average wage levels. This creates (I am told) an artificial economy around their sometimes huge bases, and when they leave, the artificial economy collapses. The UN can be in place for many years, depending on the mandate they were ‘invited’ into the country under.


Some of their international staff have (in many people’s opinion) been over promoted from a lower-level job in their own country (referred to as ‘national staff’ or ‘national hires’), to the international staff job list in another country, and their status is massively boosted, as is their pay scale. With some (not all, I must add), the power and ego boost can lead to overzealousness, poor decision making and overall bad management. Many INGO workers refer to the UN as the ‘dark side’, a phrase given to the not-so-nice people in the Star Wars movies; maybe a tad unfair but there is a level of truth in some of the comments made.


The UN are notoriously famous for their boundless red-tape bureaucracy. Laughingly, a friend of mine who worked for them stated that you must produce five pages of forms and two written explanations just to go the loo. Why submit just one concise document for anything when ten will do? (Just loved the sarcasm).


I, too, became involved in a situation with the UN that almost stopped our bakery programme in its tracks. Pulling in the same direction? Just not so sure.


Prior to the actual deployment of The Child-Focused INGO to Iraq, an agreement was struck between the UNWFP (UN World Food Programme) and The Child-Focused INGO (UK). The bones of the deal meant The Child-Focused INGO would build, equip and staff the bakery project in Nasiriyah and UNWFP would provide the vitamin-enriched flour that would be used to benefit the schools, hospitals and vulnerable groups at a time when there was much food insecurity.


My recollection is based on the meetings I had in Nasiriyah with the UNWFP, the documents I had received from the London office of The Child-Focused INGO and the verbal explanation of the process from Paul (who had flown out to join me to help with programme activity and to give much-needed assistance on the financial management of the programme. He promised that recruitment was going ahead to find more staff to join me, took direction from me, worked hard and then flew back to the UK). I thought it was a great plan and a much-needed intervention supported by all.


During the interim time, while the bakery was in its last throes of completion (and concurrently we had supplied children’s satchels/backpacks with books, pens, pencils and other much-needed items for the pending return to school… AND we had printed off enough exam papers for all the schools in Nasiriyah to take their exams which had been cancelled due to the war (Note: Nasiriyah was the first city in Iraq to be in a position to sit exams, and that was largely due to The Child-Focused INGO’s education interventions providing not only the exam papers but equipment for schools and pupils too)), we had the local staff hired for the bakery, had them trained by the Lebanese engineer who came out with the equipment and now we were close to starting production.


All we needed was diesel fuel to power the ovens, and the flour delivery from the UNWFP. This is where my nightmare (or one of them) started.


I drove from the accommodation to the UNWFP office, which was housed in the local grain storage warehouse on the edge of town. I went into the office, which I had done several times before, to ask about delivery of the promised flour. The attitude changed from the very friendly, warm greeting I had previously received to a cold, almost unfriendly, ‘Good morning.’ I immediately thought that something was wrong, so instead of the polite preamble to business, I got straight to the point. I asked when the first batch of flour would arrive at the bakery? It was met with a long, drawn-out, rambling response which led to the issue that she had no paperwork to support any flour delivery agreement with The Child-Focused INGO. I offered my copies of the minutes of the Rome meeting and referred to conversations I’d had with her previously about this subject, with no problems ever having been voiced. After over half an hour of rambling explanations and denial of knowing about the agreement, I left her office to call London.


Talking to Paul, I could hear that he was as baffled as I was. He promised to get on to Rome and sort the problem out. We were days away from completion and had lots of interest from those we had assessed to be beneficiaries of our much-needed breads, who were waiting for us to begin production. We would be in the deep and smelly with the local population if we didn’t deliver. The Child-Focused INGO’s credibility would no doubt suffer if this went down the pan! I needed a plan ‘B’.


When looking for regional support, I had made contact with a very important guy from the Kuwaiti charitable organisation. He was friendly and had offered to be of assistance if we ever needed it; the kind of comment we use often in our lives but seldom are we called upon to deliver. Now was the time to challenge his kind offer and see if he could indeed help.


I called the office of the Kuwaiti charitable organisation and spoke to my important guy (I was seriously hoping he really was important!) about arranging a meeting. It was agreed, and the following morning I was driving to the Kuwaiti/Iraqi border at Safwan.


We had a very pleasant meeting in his air-conditioned office, drank some tea and engaged in small talk until I reached a point that I thought it was correct to approach the matter at hand.


As soon as he asked how the programme in Nasiriyah was progressing, I told him of our ‘flour’ problem. We talked about the UNWFP and he spoke of programmes he had been involved in and some of the (totally unrelated) difficulties he had faced and triumphed over. I was beginning to think that while it was a good-natured meeting, it was going nowhere. Suddenly, he stood up and left the room. About five minutes later, he returned and beckoned for me to follow him. Showing me out, I thought.


He stopped outside a rather grandly carved doorway and said, “Before you leave, I would like you to meet the president of a Kuwaiti charitable organisation.” Without any time for a response, he opened the door and in we went.


The president was a very elderly man, but was perfectly groomed and manicured. He spoke in Arabic and my host acted as an interpreter. Sitting at a very large desk in an immaculately clean and highly polished office, he began talking, catching my eye on occasion and smiling, but I had no idea what was being said. My interpreter was slow and ponderous in his translation, obviously taking care to be accurate (I think) but I must admit, I wondered if he was translating all that was being said.


After this bemusing and unprepared meeting, I left the president’s office and was led to the doorway I had originally entered through. My host put out his hand to shake mine and as he did, he said that if I agreed that a delegation from the Kuwaiti charitable organisation could visit the bakery in the next few days, he would bring a sea container full of the flour we needed and a further three containers would follow as a donation.


Well fuck me! He was important after all. I agreed, and thanked him many times over.


Phone call to London:


“Hi, Paul. How did you get on with Rome?” I asked.


“They are stalling on any commitment, saying the deal was never formally agreed and they can’t find any contract relating to it. I have an MOU (memorandum of understanding) but they say it’s not enough and the protocol is—”


Blah, blah, blah… (as it sounded to me). I interrupted. “I have potentially secured several container loads of flour—”


“WHAT?” Paul said in a very surprised tone.


“I have got the promise of—” I started but didn’t finish.


Paul interrupted. “How the fuck did you get that? Have UNWFP come good on the deal?”


“No!” I replied. “I have a contact in Kuwait, and he has agreed to give us what we need if he and his staff from the Kuwaiti charitable organisation can visit the bakery. It’s a major donation. There will be some strings attached somewhere but at least all we have to do is get fuel now…”


“WHAT? You’ve got no fuel?” Paul exclaimed with the same level of surprise in his voice.


I explained, “Not yet. The council in Nasiriyah promised us enough fuel to run the bakery, but the fuel shortages and riots at the petrol stations and refineries have put the kybosh on that. But I think I have a plan. Call you tomorrow.”


“Hey, you blue-Scouse bugger. Well done! Do what you need to get us producing. Talk tomorrow.”


The surprise in Paul’s voice had subsided, and he hung up.


On the Thuraya satellite phone, that conversation was the most expensive phone conversation I’ve ever had; $30 to say very little! (Note to self: cut the waffle!)


The drive from Safwan back to Nasiriyah was long and boring, interspersed with the high risk of being shot by the American soldiers escorting the military convoys going north. Our white vehicle had the Child-Focused INGO logo on it, and I always carried a small Union Jack flag to put in the windscreen to aid with the ‘friendly’ identification; more than once as a trigger-happy American machine gunner would ‘cock’ his weapon ready to fire, I had to stick my head out of the window and shout that I was English and working for a charity. Several close calls. The Americans, in particular, were nervous and suspicious of everything and everyone, much to the detriment of their own safety; they just pissed everyone off by being constantly in a war-fighting stance, being overly aggressive and shooting at anyone who looked at them in a funny way (whatever that was).


By contrast, in Basra, the British troops (including members of my old regiment) had come down from their war-fighting stance to begin to win the peace. Discarding the helmets for berets and carrying their weapons in a non-threatening manner (meaning not always pointing them at the general population) they were adopting the strategy of winning hearts and minds by engaging rather than alienating. Basra stayed peaceful much longer than the American-controlled areas of Iraq, due mainly to this strategy.


Being an INGO/NGO, fundamentally a charitable organisation, there is a very particular set of rules that you as an individual and as a collective within the organisation must adhere to, safeguard and demonstrate at all times.


The humanitarian imperative states the obligation to provide humanitarian assistance wherever it is needed in whatever form is required without disparity. The guiding principles are humanity, neutrality, impartiality and independence; add to that a transparency of your intent and actions.


These very noble guidelines can at times be very difficult to apply and uphold in a clearly understood way.


It is easy to become confused about their actual meanings, and sometimes that meaning can be lost in times of conflict and hardship. Trying to do the right thing by the many and not singling out the few, or the one, is a very difficult thing to do sometimes. But to fail could be the undoing of the individual or the collective in terms of both consequence and reputation. Get caught out on this, and it could mean expulsion from the country you are working in, or at worse, it could result in aggressive targeting of the organisation and its staff, often resulting in tragic, if not fatal, outcomes.


Sometimes rules get in the way. Let me tell you about Rasha Kamil. 

*

			

4 Crack and thump: The sound of a bullet passing close and past you is a sharp ‘crack’ as it breaks the sound barrier, followed by a dull ‘thump’, which is the sound of the weapon recoiling after firing. The time between each sound equates to the distance the firer is from the target. Very roughly, one second equals about a hundred metres.

				
		

Chapter 3:

The Story of Rasha



One of the early interventions I was involved in with The Child-Focused INGO in Iraq was the support to the orphanages within Nasiriyah. Three orphanages had been identified very early on after arriving in the city. The three orphanages were a boys’ orphanage, a girls’ orphanage and a babies’ orphanage. All three were, of course, residential buildings where the children lived, played and were schooled. The buildings, all war damaged, needed repair, and much of the equipment had been looted. The pre-war staff had largely disappeared, and the new volunteers were doing their absolute best for the kids.


The Child-Focused INGO supplied support in terms of basic equipment for cooking, cleaning and beds. There was also some work to be done to repair the damage to the buildings that had been caused by fighting during the war.


Many of the children had lost both parents and several members of their extended families. Some were initially cared for by aunts and uncles, but as food and other supplies ran short, they were left either to fend for themselves on the streets or they were ‘delivered’ to the orphanages in the hope that they would be taken in. Some still had one parent alive, but due to their mental state after the war, they were unable to look after their children, so they were abandoned.


The age range of the children varied across the orphanages but the eldest I observed was about 16 years old. The youngest in the baby orphanage was measured in months. The total number of kids varied from day to day, but on average, there were about 25 to 30 per building, with the babies numbering roughly 15.


The most in-need orphanage was the girls’. It had the most occupants and the least equipment. Nonetheless, while visiting, the children always looked happy, full of smiles and were doing what kids the world over do: running around, being noisy and generally trying to have a good time.


During one visit I entered the girls’ orphanage through the damaged wooden front door accompanied by Nasir, my ever-present interpreter friend and adviser. We went into the manageress’s office and were met by a woman who was very pleasant, polite and caring. At a guess, she must have been in her early thirties, but she looked as if she was in her late fifties; such was the stress and strain of her job, looking after all the kids in her care. She oversaw all three orphanages with a small team of female helpers that endlessly rushed around making sure everyone was accounted for and that they were safe.


Today I noticed (for the first time) a young girl, roughly about 13 years of age, sitting alone at the far end of the corridor. She was dressed in a long flowery skirt that reached the floor, a cream-coloured blouse and a faded pink knitted cardigan buttoned fully to the top. Her head was covered in a scarf.


Over her right eye, she had a large gauze padding covering most of her cheek. She sat alone and looked very sad. I had a daughter at home roughly the same age as this girl, and while I was talking with Nasir and the manageress, I was constantly breaking off and glancing over at her, trying to figure out why she was alone when everyone else was playing, shouting and generally being… kids.


I stopped the conversation as my curiosity got the better of me. 


“Nasir, please ask what is wrong with that girl sitting over there,” I said, pointing along the corridor at the lonely figure.


Nasir asked the question, and immediately the manageress’s face changed, her shoulders slumped and her eyes filled with tears. I could see immediately that she was fighting the urge to cry… but she did.


She then shouted loudly, so as to be heard above the other children, and beckoned the lonely girl to come to her.


The girl stood and walked down the narrow, yellow-painted corridor slowly, in stark contrast to the running children pushing past her as she came.


As she got near, the manageress opened her arms and gave her a loving hug as she gently held her scarf-covered head in her hands. She held her very close but not too tightly. A tear slipped out of her eye and rolled down her face. She quickly wiped it away and spoke softly. I asked Nasir what she had said. He replied, “Sorry.”


Nasir and the manageress began a conversation. Usually I would stop Nasir if it went on too long and ask him to translate, but this time I sensed that would be inappropriate, so I just let the conversation between the two continue, while I tried hard to catch the odd word and make guesses based on body language.


The conversation stopped, and the manageress gently took the girl’s face in her hands and removed the gauze covering her eye and almost half her face. It revealed a grossly misshapen eye socket, with the eyeball almost totally exposed. There was a large lump close to the eye socket, but it was mainly just below her eye on her cheek. It appeared to be this lump which was causing the distortion of her eye socket. She gently replaced the gauze and spoke softly to the girl before lifting her arm and pushing back the sleeve to expose her forearm. This, too, had large lumps under the skin; four that I could see. She then gently pulled the girl to her again, and with her back to Nasir and me, she lifted the girl’s blouse and cardigan from the elasticated waistband of her skirt to expose two large lumps nestled right up against the young girl’s spine, which appeared to be pulled out of shape and was badly distorted. One lump was roughly the size of a tennis ball and the other was almost twice the size and was elongated, following the contour of her spine.


I was dumbstruck. I had a lump in my throat that prevented me for a minute or two from speaking, and my eyes became bleary as my tear ducts sprang into action. I turned my face away from our little congregation and composed myself.


Questions. So many questions were running through my mind I knew that neither the organisation nor I had a medical mandate. We had no health programme, and could do very little for this girl; all we could do was make the orphanage as nice and comfortable as possible. I felt low. Very low.


I looked at the girl, who was now holding hands with the manageress and looking at the ground.


I turned to Nasir and told him to interpret exactly everything I was about to say, without addition or exclusion. I crouched down so my head was at the same height as the girl’s. I quietly said, “Hello.” She looked up and her expressionless face looked at mine. “What’s your name?” I asked, and Nasir interpreted.


“Rasha,” she quietly responded.


“Very nice to meet you, Rasha,” I continued, allowing a smile to cross my face. I asked her if she knew who we were and what we were doing for the orphanage. She spoke very quietly, but as Nasir translated, she said that she did know that we had come to help the manageress fix the orphanage for the children. “That’s right,” I responded. “To make it nice for you and all the other children.”


I was suffering badly; I was holding back what could have turned out to be a flood of emotion. I smiled again, and stood up to address Nasir and the manageress. As I went to speak, Nasir, taking my arm and looking me in the face, said quietly, “Not now.” He told me we must leave. He spoke to the manageress and said his farewells for both of us, and he led me out into the courtyard, through the metal gates and to our vehicle.


Once in the car, we started off back to the office. I told Nasir to tell me everything that had been said during his conversation with the manageress.


It appears that Rasha was driven to the orphanage by her uncle. Her father, who was badly injured in the war, had died from complications related to his injuries. Rasha’s mother was killed in a bombing raid during the war.


Three years before, lumps had started appearing on Rasha’s body. Her parents were poor, and couldn’t afford much in the way of treatment. Remember there had been UN sanctions on Iraq following the first Gulf War, and the hospitals were grossly understocked with almost everything, including basic medications. When the second Gulf War started, the hospitals were ransacked for what little they had left. Rasha had been left undiagnosed and untreated since the very first painful lumps appeared. It was this that forced her uncle to drive her to the orphanage, telling the manageress she was dying anyway.


“Nasir!”


“What?”


“Stop the car. Stop now!”


That was the start of an intervention I undertook; one I should not have done, as I had no mandate to do so. But it was one I undertook anyway, accepting any and all consequences that could follow. I would do exactly the same thing again.


So, here’s what happened next…


It took maybe ten minutes to convince Nasir that I had a plan, and I could make it work if he agreed to help and, more importantly, if he kept quiet about what was going to happen. He agreed.


We turned the vehicle around and headed back to speak with the manageress again.


She was surprised to see us as she rose from behind her paperwork-strewn desk to politely greet us for the second time.


I gave Nasir very strict instructions on how he was to interpret my conversation. Usually, I would allow Nasir to add more to my communication, to account for cultural correctness, to ensure we were always on favourable terms and to make sure that the correct greetings and explanations of who I was, etc. were used. This time, I just needed accuracy and clarity; culture on hold, just for the moment.


The conversation began by asking if the manageress had any medical records at all, even a doctor’s note, for Rasha. I also asked if she’d had any recent treatments or seen a doctor in the last two months.


The answers were as direct as my questions. She replied by telling me that Rasha’s uncle had left some medical documents, but they were too complicated for her to understand. She continued by telling me that an American army doctor was dropping in every other day to change the dressing on Rasha’s eye. She needed the dressing as she couldn’t close her eye, and without it, she couldn’t sleep.


I asked Nasir to tell the manageress to sit down and listen very carefully to what I was about to say. I took a deep breath and told her that while I couldn’t make any promises or guarantee any success at any stage, I was going to explore the possibility of finding some help for Rasha; at least to get her diagnosed properly. It seemed that the manageress was under the impression that Rasha had six months or less to live; that was what the uncle had stated when he’d dropped her off. If that was true, then at a rough guess (as dates were not recorded), she had only four of those months left.
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