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In January, 2025, Triangle was commissioned by Start Network to conduct an independent review of the Ukraine Local 
Pooled Fund’s inception phase. The objective was to produce an internal report for key stakeholders to assess the fund’s 
alignment with localization principles and evaluate its overall design and early implementation. The report that follows 
is a shorter, public version of the internal report that was presented to Start Network and stakeholders in April, 2025.  
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About Triangle

Established in 2016, Triangle’s founders shared the view that a holistic and multidisciplinary approach is the only way to 
break apart the compartmentalisation of knowledge across the fields of policy, research and media. In that spirit, Trian-
gle’s extensive array of experts and consultants integrate empirical and evidence-based inquiry with effective communi-
cation strategies to bridge the divide between policy making, research and the media.
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This strategic review examines the development and early implementation of the Ukraine Local Pooled Fund (UPF)—a 
locally led humanitarian financing mechanism established by the National Network for Local Philanthropy Development 
(NNLPD) with support from Start Network (Start) and funding from the Disasters Emergency Committee (DEC). The fund is 
assessed in terms of its initial setup, the extent to which local leadership was realized, and how well the overarching vision 
translated into concrete impact. It also provides targeted recommendations for all stakeholders and practical recommen-
dations for future pooled fund efforts.

The UPF pilot (“Phase 1”), launched in fall 2023, sought to transfer power and resources to Ukrainian civil society re-
sponders at a time of escalating crisis—fitting squarely with NNLPD and Start’s shared commitment to localization. It was 
inspired by a 2022 DEC report entitled, “Options for supporting and strengthening local humanitarian action in Ukraine, 
a scoping exercise report,” that recommended a pooled fund overseen by local and national actors (L/NAs). This design 
was meant to be inclusive of organizations of all sizes, with a fast-track review process, tiered and reduced due diligence, 
and minimal administrative burdens. The study further proposed building on existing local funding expertise and eventually 
welcoming other donors as part of a second phase.

In summer 2023, the DEC1 allocated £500,000 to launch Phase 1 of the Ukraine Local Pooled Fund (UPF). The UPF was 
positioned as a flagship pilot, aimed at testing the boundaries of donor, and International Non-Governmental Organi-
zation (INGO), risk tolerance. The fund sought to model a more flexible, locally led approach to humanitarian response, 
in line with the Grand Bargain’s global commitments to shift power and resources closer to crisis-affected communities.

From its earliest stages, however, the UPF faced significant challenges in execution: a short timeline, complex (and some-
times inequitable) compliance and contracting requirements driven by multiple international actors, and tension in roles 
between Start, its grant custodian Save the Children UK (SCUK), and the local host NNLPD, which was competitively 
selected to lead the fund in November 2023. These issues delayed progress, reduced the amount of money available for 
grants while increasing administrative expenses, and led to frustrations among local actors. They also strained relation-
ships between dedicated humanitarian professionals striving to meet urgent needs under intense pressure.

In retrospect, these challenges are not surprising. They highlight deep-rooted structural barriers to localization in humanitarian 
financing—barriers that were compounded by the significant involvement of three international actors. The UPF itself repre-
sented uncharted territory for everyone involved. Start Network had no prior presence in Ukraine and typically focuses on 
underfunded, small to medium-scale crises. It had also never launched a pooled fund hosted by a local or national actor from 
the outset, especially with the expectation of rapid independence. SCUK had no experience serving as a grant custodian 
in this manner and operated, as had been decided from the outset, without input or advice from its network affiliate office in 
Ukraine. For DEC, this was the first time seeding a locally led pooled fund through its Collective Initiatives. NNLPD, mean-
while, had never managed a fund of this scale in partnership with multiple international actors. And for all Ukrainian grantees, 
this was their first time engaging with a locally managed pooled fund—particularly one still in the process of being built.

Despite these complexities, the pilot has delivered meaningful results. Fourteen months after a co-design workshop in Vin-
nytsia with dozens of civil society representatives, the UPF disbursed nine grants totaling £301,000 to Ukrainian NGOs 
impacting tens of thousands of people, many in hard-hit or rapidly evolving conflict zones. This funding has been vital for 
groups whose support from major donors—particularly the U.S.—is now uncertain or diminishing. Several grantees are us-
ing UPF resources to offset abrupt funding gaps, enabling them to continue lifesaving evacuation services, provide water, 
sanitation, and psychosocial support, and maintain critical health interventions. 

1 DEC is not a traditional donor and, as such, is referred to below as a funder and not a donor. DEC raises funds as a membership organization composed of 15 
members. Nearly all Ukraine Appeal funds are shared between DEC members, according to their Indicator of Capacity (IOC) which defines the amount received by 
each member to implement their individual programs in each appeal. Ten million British Pounds were set aside for «Collective Initiatives,» out of which £2 million was 
initially “ringfenced” for the UPF.

1. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

https://reliefweb.int/report/ukraine/options-supporting-and-strengthening-local-humanitarian-action-ukraine-scoping-exercise-report-enuk
https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/grand-bargain
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Notably, the UPF disbursed funds more swiftly than many other pooled funds have in the past. For example, Start Funds in 
Bangladesh and Nepal took years to fund local and national actors directly and were both hosted via INGOs. In Bangla-
desh, it took almost nine months from the application stage through due diligence (DD) for L/NA’s to receive funds the first 
time around. The well-established Ukraine Humanitarian Fund (UHF) also took nearly a year to move from concept to the dis-
bursement of small grants to local organizations and still provides less than half of its funding directly to L/NAs. While delays 
in the UPF caused frustration, its relative speed—given the multiple international layers—is commendable.

From Start Network’s perspective, the UPF experience has underscored the challenges of innovating within a system that 
remains risk-averse and reliant on complex administrative structures. While it has been challenging to strike a balance, 
it also offers invaluable insights as Start Network prepares for full independence from SCUK and seeks to refine its own 
processes in pursuit of genuine, locally owned humanitarian financing.

For NNLPD, the pilot served as a critical catalyst—strengthening its institutional capacity and elevating its strategic role 
within Ukraine’s philanthropic and humanitarian sectors. Through firsthand experience navigating the operational and 
political complexities of launching a fund under international compliance constraints, NNLPD has emerged with rare and 
valuable expertise. As one of the few local actors globally to have initiated and operated a pooled fund, it is uniquely 
positioned to lead advocacy for locally led financing mechanisms—an increasingly urgent agenda as aid levels fluctuate 
and INGOs scale back their presence. Although DEC has opted not to fund a second phase at this time—and therefore 
will not contribute the further £1.5 million initially envisioned—the UPF has laid a strong foundation for continued donor 
engagement, and NNLPD is actively pursuing new investment.

Ultimately, the UPF pilot demonstrates that locally led humanitarian financing is not only feasible in high-stakes contexts—it 
is essential. However, realizing its full potential requires meaningful shifts in how donors and international actors design, 
resource, and partner on such initiatives. This review captures both the missteps and milestones of the UPF journey, offering 
lessons to help future pooled funds move closer to delivering on the promise of funding “as local as possible” for commu-
nities most affected by crisis.
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To DEC and donors supportive of locally-led pooled funds

Ensure genuine flexibility for innovative pilots. Pilots like the UPF require space to break from conventional 
norms. DEC and similar donors should allow more flexibility—through written, legally binding guarantees, for example, 
that are not customarily employed—in timelines, structures, and risk thresholds, recognizing that innovative models de-
mand different rules. Small-scale funding pilots inherently carry less financial exposure, and the risk of following rigid 
precedent often outweighs the risks of adaptation.

Explore direct funding to local pooled fund hosts. While DEC’s structure currently prevents direct funding to local 
entities, efforts should have been made to actively test and stretch these limits to exceptionally fund a local host like NNLPD.

Avoid double intermediary structures. The UPF was encumbered by both Start Network and SCUK acting as 
intermediaries, creating a costly and bureaucratic system that delayed fund launch and reduced available grant capital 
by nearly £20,000. Future pooled funds should prioritize simplicity in governance, with fewer intermediaries to reduce 
overhead and increase responsiveness.

Encourage a final review of fund custodian selection by localization-focused groups. Before finalizing 
custodian structures, donors and funders should encourage internal Localization Working Groups or equivalent bodies 
to review their own decisions about the structure of an innovative pilot. The original SCUK-Start configuration may have 
appeared inevitable to many Group members by the end of the custodian selection process, but changing conditions from 
when the UPF was originally discussed in early 2023—specifically Start taking on the bulk of technical assistance and 
oversight for the project—might have opened space for alternate custodians with greater contextual fit or efficiency to 
reconsider their participation.

Align due diligence (DD) processes with localization aims. Start’s three-tier DD model was adjusted, albeit 
insufficiently with limited reductions for the UPF pilot context despite public messaging that suggested there would be more 
flexibility. Future pooled funds should be empowered to apply reduced and proportionate DD thresholds for small grants 
in particular (e.g., between £4,000–£50,000). Donors should ensure their custodians formally permit such flexibility. Two 
specific options could have been pursued in regard to the UPF had the DEC given its express consent:
○	

○	 1. Empowering the local DD provider as the ultimate decision maker for assigning Tiering scores after techni-
cal cooperation with Start and SCUK’s international DD provider Buzzacott and Start’s compliance team. This 
practically would have very likely meant that funding accessible to Ukrainian organizations that wouldn’t meet 
Start’s global Tier 2 criteria, as later assessed in the pilot by Buzzacott, could in fact flow to them, in particular 
for amounts well under Start’s global cap of £100,000 for Tier 2.

○	
○	 2. Utilizing Buzzacott alongside the local DD provider in the pilot—with Buzzacott as the final decision maker 

on scoring—but exceptionally allowing Tier 1—or a new fourth category Tier 1.5—to access small project funds 
rather than merely capacity strengthening grants under £10,000. Both options, however, were precluded by 
SCUK and Start’s conventional operating procedures—all the more so in the absence of a proactive donor al-
lowance for such an exception.

○	
Share risk equitably. In the UPF, NNLPD had to bear full liability for misuse of re-granted funds, having decided, in 
the absence of a viable insurance mechanism, that passing on risk to grantees was unfair and unacceptable. Future donor 
agreements in such innovative pilots should include explicit legal clauses that substantially assume such risk by the donor or 
funder, reassuring intermediaries (should they have to be employed) in the process as well as local hosts of pooled funds.

2. RECOMMENDATIONS
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Provide flexible and context-sensitive contracts. Contracts with local hosts must be translated, adaptable, and co-de-
veloped to reflect the legal realities and languages of the host country. Early conflicts with NNLPD’s contracts—including legal 
jurisdiction in the U.K. and intellectual property provisions—could have been avoided through early consultation with Ukrainian 
legal experts and greater contract flexibility built in from the outset, ideally as specifically encouraged by the donor.

Commit to multi-year funding. The decision to guarantee funding for a six-month phase 1 period—and make further 
funding contingent on meeting what turned out to be an unrealistically short timeline—runs counter to established best practic-
es in pooled fund design. DEC and other donors or funders should commit to multi-year support at the outset, or at a minimum, 
create frameworks for providing limited out-year funding. Timelines must reflect the complexity of co-design and startup.

Ensure local design input throughout the process. Between the publication of the DEC scoping report in Janu-
ary 2023 and the September 2023 open call for a local host, Ukrainian actors had no substantive role in shaping the 
fund’s concept. This gap weakened local ownership and missed opportunities to identify key contextual risks (like possible 
complications vis-a-vis Ukrainian legislation, the lack of DD human resources etc.). All future pooled fund models should 
embed Ukrainian (or country-specific) expertise throughout concept development, not just at the initial scoping stage or 
later during implementation.

Reconsider how donor-supported platforms and pooled funds intersect. At least one startup due diligence 
platform in Ukraine, while newer and perceived as riskier, represented a strategic opportunity to link a local DD provider 
with a locally led pooled fund mechanism, all the more so as the platform’s mission was supported by the original scoping 
report and ultimately received financial support from the DEC and DEC members. Such synergies should be better sup-
ported and afforded more flexibility—perhaps through auxiliary or phased roles—so that locally-built platforms are not 
sidelined due to procedural caution.

To Start Network, SCUK and intermediaries supportive of locally-led pooled funds

Provide longer timelines and establish flexible ‘reset points’ for pooled fund pilots. The initial six-month 
window for the UPF was unrealistic given the complexity of creating a new, locally led pooled fund in a high-risk and 
unfamiliar context. Start and SCUK should advocate for and design programs with extended timelines and in-built reset or 
reflection points that allow for adaptation and recalibration without requiring formal extensions.

Translate stated flexibility into contracts and frameworks. Pilots like the UPF require space to break from con-
ventional norms. While Start showed a willingness to be flexible, in practice this flexibility was not sufficiently embedded 
into the legal or operational frameworks (e.g., contracts, policies etc.), especially insofar as SCUK was concerned. As a 
result, NNLPD perceived some of the frameworks as overly restrictive and/or unfairly extractive. This was especially the 
case with the intellectual property of the UPF (which NNLPD felt they did not sufficiently control, despite a letter of clarifi-
cation in this regard by Start in March 2024) as well as several policies required by the contracts, including anti-terrorism, 
corruption, and anti-bribery (which were eventually modified). The gap that resulted early on and which was never ade-
quately addressed from NNLPD’s point of view created frustration and undermined co-creation. Future pilot models should 
anticipate and embed flexibility upfront in contracts, processes, and decision-making authority.

Build in shared risk mechanisms for local fund hosts. Although both SCUK and Start perceived little margin for risk 
taking overall, both organizations still possessed the ability to exercise greater flexibility and risk assumption in contracting 
and compliance procedures, in particular SCUK. Given the innovative, pilot nature of the UPF, such flexibility and risk as-
sumption should have been exercised to a greater degree than it was in favor of key localization principles around equitable 
partnerships and truly locally-led decision making. As one example, NNLPD ended up fully covering rather than passing 
down disallowance risk to its local grantees. Indemnity letters from the intermediaries about how disallowances during audits 
could be managed in terms of the custodian or Start stepping in to absorb costs could have addressed this situation.
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Actively support more flexible and locally adapted due diligence systems. Although a tiered DD system 
was used, its practical application mirrored Start’s global model, creating a barrier for many local organizations. In con-
trast to the United Nations-led UHF, for example, which asks less than 20 DD questions for applicants up to $250,000 
and requires only five policies, the UPF asked its applicants to answer more than 300 questions and required more than 
50 policies be in place for grants ranging up to £30,000. Start should invest further in developing more localized and 
proportionate DD systems, allowing for lighter processes (e.g., Tier 1.5 or Tier 1 being allowed to access project grants) 
for small amounts and early-stage actors in exceptional, pilot project situations.

Ensure local legal frameworks are integrated into contract design. The legal jurisdiction (and English lan-
guage) of UPF contracts created logistical and legal barriers for NNLPD. For example, the requirement of adhering to 
U.K. courts in the case of a dispute would necessarily entail a range of significant complexities and costs for any local 
host. Provisions for dispute resolution mechanisms, such as mediation or arbitration within the local jurisdiction (in the 
UPF’s case, Ukraine), should be explored at least as a fairer, more cost-effective route for certain disputes than litigation 
in foreign courts. As a rule, bilingual partnership agreements and all related contractual material should be provided to 
the local partners.

Operationalize due diligence passporting for recognized partners. While the “passporting” of due dili-
gence—the practice of recognizing recent DD assessments by trusted donors—is widely cited as a best practice in local-
ization, it remains largely exceptional. Most organizations continue to require bespoke processes. Given SCUK’s height-
ened sense of risk vis-à-vis the UPF, as described by multiple interviewees at SCUK and partners, it is unsurprising that 
passporting was not realized. In future pilots, Start and SCUK should formalize DD passporting, with donor consent, 
particularly for local organizations that have recently passed robust assessments by established donors or the United 
Nations-led Country Based Pooled Funds. Doing so would align SCUK’s internal practices with its public commitments to 
localization and system reform, as per the Grand Bargain and other frameworks.

Conduct pre-selection interviews and transparently share legal, DD, and compliance requirements. 
For pilots with complex compliance demands — and particularly when timelines are compressed — SCUK and Start 
should make exceptions to their usual procedures and share more detailed DD, contractual, and compliance requirements 
with shortlisted or high-potential applicants in advance. Direct interviews and field visits should also be conducted prior to 
final selection. In the case of the UPF, no such interview took place between Start and NNLPD, nor was a visit to Ukraine 
made, despite Start’s lack of prior operational familiarity with the context. These steps would have allowed all parties to 
better assess fit, anticipate bottlenecks, and shape a more realistic proposal process.

Facilitate semi-regular engagements between the local host (and ideally L/NA grantees), donors 
and intermediaries. Start representatives repeatedly found themselves shuttling between the funder, SCUK and NN-
LPD in the hope of narrowing and resolving differences over contracts, project extensions and modifications, and various 
finance issues. In fact, NNLPD never engaged with SCUK, despite their central role as custodian and only engaged in a 
limited fashion with the DEC after its contract was already in place—although DEC had expressed openness to standing 
meetings. Regular discussions between all stakeholders could have lessened the burden placed on Start, while more di-
rectly informing key decision makers about local priorities and concerns.

Consider providing capacity strengthening support from project inception. While Start commendably pro-
vided its own core funding to support NNLPD’s capacity strengthening, this occurred months into the pilot, once NNLPD 
had been fully onboarded as a network member. Start and other international supporters of locally led pooled funds 
should consider providing local fund hosts with targeted capacity-strengthening support from the outset — not only finan-
cial resources, but also dedicated technical accompaniment, given the high likelihood that such support will be needed.. 
Anticipated needs include translation, legal support in local languages as well as for the contractual context (e.g., the 
U.K.), contract negotiation support, and tailored feedback on DD submissions. Such up-front investment could have miti-
gated some of the bottlenecks that later delayed implementation and undermined local agency.
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Create a joint decision-making matrix at the outset. Email threads and discussions are insufficient to ensure 
transparency and alignment across complex partnerships. Start and SCUK should introduce a formal decision-making 
matrix at project launch. This tool should clearly specify which decisions are led by which actor, which are shared, and 
which require escalation. Such a matrix could have greatly improved coordination within the UPF and prevented several 
misunderstandings and delays.

Leverage local staff and country office knowledge from network affiliates. Although it may not have been 
possible to second Ukrainian-speaking staff to Start, both Start and SCUK missed an opportunity to strengthen their un-
derstanding of the local operational context, legal environment, and due diligence ecosystem by choosing not to engage 
the in-country staff of SCUK’s network affiliate in Kyiv. This approach might also have helped to moderate SCUK’s legal 
concerns by providing organic assessments of local risks and norms or provided early notice about the importance of 
specifying Start and SCUK’s interpretation of humanitarian principles. Such internal coordination – even as pro bono 
advice – should be standard in future initiatives where a country office or affiliate is present.

Ensure some team members have local language fluency. Language limitations posed persistent challenges 
during the UPF startup phase. Start and NNLPD faced occasional encumbrances due to the lack of Ukrainian-language 
capacity, which created delays, increased translation costs, and led to misunderstandings in communication. Future tech-
nical support or custodian teams should consider hiring and/or assigning personnel who are fluent in the primary local 
language(s) from the beginning.

Clearly state disqualifying criteria in all application materials. At least one Ukrainian organization was dis-
qualified after engaging with the UPF grant application process, based on pre-existing factors the organization under-
stood would not be problematic. Specifically, one organization was disqualified from project funding for providing limited 
support to military-affiliated entities — an action deemed incompatible with DEC, Start, SCUK’s interpretation of humani-
tarian principles. However, this interpretation was not outlined in the application materials, in part, it seems, because of an 
assumption that Ukrainians shared their definition of what constitutes humanitarian principles. In future funds, disqualifying 
criteria should be unambiguous, detailed, and included in all relevant documentation from the start, especially when it 
comes to issues where there are potentially divergent interpretations.

Engage with local organizations on humanitarian principles, rather than excluding them automati-
cally. Rather than outright disqualification of L/NAs whose work intersects with military entities, SCUK and Start should 
consider engagement models that promote principled humanitarian action through dialogue. For example, organizations 
may be willing and able to create acceptable internal firewalls between their military-linked work and their civilian as-
sistance programming. Engaging them early and transparently, with technical advice, could help reconcile compliance 
standards with contextual realities and support broader inclusion.

To National Network for Local Philanthropy Development and L/NAs hosting pooled funds

Leverage the hosting experience further to shape localization policy and practice. NNLPD is now among 
the few national organizations with proven experience hosting a pooled humanitarian fund. This credibility should be 
actively used to influence donors, INGOs, and humanitarian platforms. Through public speaking, documentation, and 
engagement with coordination bodies, NNLPD can continue to highlight the real-world barriers national hosts face—such 
as unrealistic timelines and misaligned compliance systems—while offering concrete alternatives. By sharing both success-
es and challenges from the UPF, NNLPD can lead the advocacy for pooled funding models that are designed with local 
actors, not just for them.
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Continue to assert a strong voice in international partnerships. One of NNLPD’s achievements was negoti-
ating important modifications to contracts and policy use. This assertiveness should remain central to future partnerships. 
Rather than accepting donor or INGO terms by default, NNLPD should continue to review agreements carefully, set red 
lines as early as possible (e.g., around IP rights, risk liability, use of internal policies), and seek legal or peer support as 
needed. By proactively articulating needs—from translation budgets to capacity support—NNLPD strengthens both its 
own position and the long-term functionality of the fund.

Balance public messaging to build support while managing expectations. While visibility and clarity are 
important, NNLPD and other national hosts should approach public messaging with strategic care (as should international 
supporters), particularly during early stages of fund setup. Moderating expectations over timelines or grant numbers — 
and steering clear of public critiques while systems are still under construction — helps maintain credibility and partnership 
strength. Internally, NNLPD and other hosts should, of course, speak candidly with partners, but externally, communica-
tions should focus on constructive updates and shared learning. Given the reputational importance of communicating the 
reasons for any project delays, coordinated, public sessions such as the July 2024 webinar jointly held between Start and 
NNLPD represent one productive approach towards such communication and learning.

Strengthen and sustain internal systems as a strategic investment. Hosting a fund revealed areas of insti-
tutional growth, and NNLPD responded with agility. This momentum should continue. Investing in internal compliance 
systems, grant management tools, or professional certifications will reduce future delays, improve autonomy, and boost 
donor confidence. These systems also serve NNLPD’s broader mission as a philanthropy leader. Documenting and stan-
dardizing what worked during the pilot—such as templates, workflows, and internal review processes—will ensure that 
institutional learning is preserved and built upon.

Continue to lead on contextual intelligence and cultural competence. One of NNLPD’s most powerful contri-
butions was offering local insight into the Ukrainian humanitarian landscape—including explaining differing perspectives 
on complex issues like the separation of civilian and military aid. NNLPD should continue to lead on this front, providing 
partners with timely, nuanced analysis of legal, cultural, and operational realities. By doing so, NNLPD can proactively 
shape policies that are locally relevant and help bridge global standards with national needs. This leadership role is not 
only practical — it is central to what true localization means.

Balance compliance with maintaining local identity and agility. As L/NAs grow and align with international 
standards, they should be careful to retain the strengths of being local, such as community trust, cultural fluency, and flexi-
bility. Meeting donor requirements is important, but not necessarily at the cost of becoming overly bureaucratic or discon-
nected from the community. NNLPD and its peers should continuously seek feedback from the grassroots level to ensure 
they remain responsive to local needs. Embracing international best practices should complement—not replace—local 
knowledge and innovation. National NGOs can act as a bridge: translating global compliance demands into locally 
workable solutions, and conversely, translating local realities into terms donors understand.



11

This review of the UPF was conducted by Triangle using a mixed-methods evaluation framework designed to emphasize local 
ownership and accountability throughout. The evaluation combined qualitative and comparative techniques to generate ac-
tionable findings that support the broader effort to improve and scale locally led humanitarian financing models. 

To begin, Triangle carried out a comparative model review, benchmarking the UPF against a range of global pooled fund-
ing mechanisms. This step aimed to assess the UPF’s alignment with localization principles, its operational innovations, and 
its effectiveness relative to similar efforts elsewhere. Through this benchmarking, the team was able to contextualize the 
UPF’s performance and identify both strengths and areas for improvement within a broader landscape of pooled fund de-
sign. A comprehensive document and process analysis was also undertaken, reviewing internal governance frameworks, 
operational procedures, due diligence systems, and key decision-making structures. These materials helped clarify how 
the UPF was structured, the extent of local leadership embedded in its design, and the pathways through which decisions 
were made—particularly with respect to contracting and compliance.

In parallel, Triangle prioritized stakeholder engagement to ensure grounded insights informed the findings. Over the course 
of the review, 35 interviews were conducted with a range of actors involved in the fund’s early-stage implementation—in-
cluding fund managers, local NGOs, and international partners. To complement these interviews, an online survey was 
launched in February 2025 targeting the 10 Ukrainian organizations selected to undergo due diligence in the fund’s first 
round of grantmaking. Nine of these ten organizations responded, offering critical feedback on the fund’s design and ac-
cessibility from a local perspective. A dedicated access and equity assessment was also integrated into the methodology. 
This strand focused on how the fund enabled local actors to access resources, assume leadership roles, and share financial 
and operational risks within the broader humanitarian system. It evaluated not only the mechanics of access, but also the 
principles and constraints underpinning the fund’s structure and partnerships.

Finally, the entire evaluation process was designed as a learning-oriented exercise, with an emphasis on generating find-
ings that could inform practical improvements in future iterations of the UPF or similar funding models. By centering local 
experiences and comparing the UPF to other pooled funds globally, the review offers both targeted recommendations and 
broader reflections on how to overcome systemic barriers to localization in humanitarian financing.

3. METHODOLOGY
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A. Conception and launch period of the UPF

The DEC scoping report

The practical articulation of the UPF can be traced to early 2023, when senior leaders at the DEC and Start Network be-
gan discussing the findings of the new DEC scoping report on local humanitarian action in Ukraine. This study, drawing on 
extensive interviews with both Ukrainian and international respondents, highlighted a stark reality: less than 1% of $4.5 
billion in humanitarian contributions had been transferred directly to L/NAs in Ukraine. A significant factor, the study ar-
gued, was “complex and duplicative international due diligence processes,” which hampered direct funding.

In response, and among several proposals including a locally led due diligence platform, the scoping report recommend-
ed a new pooled fund for Ukrainian civil society, available exclusively to local/national organizations and equipped with 
tiered and reduced due diligence mechanisms. It proposed a range of possible grant thresholds, including awards as low 
as £4,000, explicitly to ensure that even the smallest grassroots groups could apply. In essence, the study placed accessi-
bility front and center, contending that donor and INGO risk-aversion—while understandable to a certain degree—should 
not continue to marginalize legitimate, community-based responders.

Over the course of 2023, building on input from Start Network, the original concept for a locally led Ukraine fund broad-
ened into an even more innovative model. The final idea was to create a locally managed fund, rapidly responsive and 
equipped with minimal administrative requirements adapted to the Ukrainian context. The aim was to align concretely with 
Start Network’s global mission as well as commitments under the Grand Bargain to shift power and resources closer to 
those affected by the crisis. Yet despite these aims, the UPF faced multiple structural barriers from the outset—most notably, 
onerous due diligence and contractual stipulations put forward by SCUK, and to a lesser degree, Start Network itself. 
These requirements, along with a significantly compacted timeline, constrained the fund’s capacity for local leadership, 
equity, flexibility, and efficiency.

Role of DEC, Start Network, and SCUK

From the outset, the Disasters Emergency Committee assumed a pivotal though complicated funder role. The DEC Secretariat 
proposed an innovative strategy for the first time in the Ukraine Humanitarian Appeal, and managed to set aside £10 mil-
lion for “Collective Initiatives” to advance localization, including through the UPF project for which £2 million was initially 
“ringfenced.” DEC proceeded to allocate £500,000 of its Ukraine Humanitarian Appeal funds to jump-start the UPF. The 
amount was fractional relative to the appeal’s total but symbolically potent, suggesting that the DEC could use its fundraising 
prowess in Ukraine to drive system-wide change. Nevertheless, DEC—as a membership fundraising organization—was not 
able to disburse its funds directly to non-members under its existing rules, thus precluding local actors, nor even directly to Start 
because the latter was not itself a DEC member. Such restrictions resulted in what was ultimately an exceptionally intermedi-
ary-heavy arrangement, with three international layers including a DEC member “grant custodian.”

Start Network’s involvement, as originally conceived, was to be that of a “technical advisor” to whichever local entity was 
chosen to host the UPF (although the host would become a Start Member). Start Network was well-positioned in this regard, 
thanks to its global experience running pooled funds, from Nepal and Bangladesh to other regional contexts. However, Start 
Network had never set up a fully locally hosted pooled fund without an INGO intermediary, and it also had no prior oper-
ational presence in Ukraine. Moreover, its standard three-tier due diligence system, while tiered in principle, only permitted 
small organizational strengthening grants, not project grants, at the lowest (and simplest DD-wise) Tier 1.

4. THE UKRAINE LOCAL POOLED FUND

https://www.dec.org.uk/report/ukraine-scoping-exercise-report
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Save the Children UK, as the DEC member chosen to serve as custodian, was tasked with issuing two separate contracts 
to the ultimate local host: one contract for fund administration and a second for making sub-grants to L/NAs. But SCUK 
also had no direct prior experience establishing a pooled fund administered by a local entity. According to multiple in-
terviewees, a generally risk-averse compliance approach within SCUK was also magnified due to heightened concerns 
internally about aid diversion in Ukraine, all of which further increased structural rigidity. SCUK’s policies were intended 
to minimize risk, but they had operational consequences that, along with DEC’s inability under its existing rules to fund the 
UPF directly, soon placed a heavy burden on the fund’s implementation.

The selection of SCUK as DEC grant custodian

Given Start Network’s longstanding custodial relationship with SCUK, some DEC INGO members who were part of the 
DEC’s Localization Group and were most active in advocating for the UPF assumed that SCUK would play a leading role 
in channeling the funds once Start became involved in conversations with DEC leadership. However, several other DEC 
INGO members, who had initially shown reluctance for their organizations to take up an intermediary role for the fund 
when the scoping report was first published, might have reconsidered their position by mid-2023. By then, Start Network 
was clearly positioned as leading the technical design tasks and logistics around launching a new fund, diminishing the 
capacity demands on any potential custodian. Still, no informal stock taking or more formal vote ever seems to have taken 
place by the DEC or the Localization Group to reassess whether SCUK remained the most appropriate custodian. As a 
result, the SCUK-Start modality was effectively locked in by the summer of 2023, even though some DEC members later 
indicated that they might have stepped forward had the implications been clearer. 

Announcement and selection of NNLPD

An open call for a local host was issued by Start Network in September 2023, prompting nearly 20 applications. By 
November 2023, NNLPD was chosen. The selection made strategic sense, all the more so as the next closest applicant, a 
leading Ukrainian CSO, was unresponsive to follow up by Start after the first round. NNLPD, a women-led organization, 
has deep roots within Ukrainian civil society, a strong track record of localization advocacy, and a broad network of 
member organizations well-suited to oversee a pooled fund. Yet the selection process unfolded without any face-to-face 
interviews or field visits given the significant time pressures—a departure from Start Network’s approach in Nepal, Bangla-
desh, and elsewhere. NNLPD’s leadership believed they had a decent grasp of the Start requirements based on publicly 
available materials, but as soon as the fund preparations began in earnest, numerous unanticipated compliance and 
contractual obligations quickly emerged. The lack of in-person engagement and a comprehensive pre-selection briefing - 
including the sharing of contract, policy, and membership templates–meant neither party fully understood the complexities 
and implications of the triple layer structure governing the UPF until after NNLPD had already been appointed.

Unrealistic timelines

The most immediate challenge after NNLPD was selected to lead the UPF was the significantly compacted timeline. DEC and 
Start’s original expectation was to have the fund operational within only six months from the announcement of the hosting 
call in September 2023—a timeline misaligned with previous experiences in Nepal, Bangladesh, and the UN’s sprawling 
UHF, all of which required one to two years to set up for substantial local grantmaking. As one Start representative candidly 
admitted, «we were intentionally ambitious and unfortunately…our ambition just wasn’t realistic.” This “intentional ambitious-
ness” was driven by at least three factors: 1) The 2022 scoping report had emphasized the urgent need for shifting power in 
a multi-billion-dollar response that many hoped could both better serve Ukrainians in need as well as finally provide impetus 
for change globally. As more money poured into the Ukraine response, frustration by L/NAs and localization advocates 
reached a high pitch by the spring of 2023 when a National Conference on Localization in Ukraine was convened in Kyiv; 

https://www.refugeesinternational.org/advocacy-letters/communique-from-the-national-conference-on-localization-in-ukraine/
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2) Start leaders thought that their recent experience in Nepal of expanding a fund for L/NAs to access—which had taken 
about six months—could be replicated in Ukraine (even though it was a modality built on a pre-existing, INGO led Fund 
framework); and 3) there was added pressure to complete the pilot Phase 1 in order to unlock potentially larger amounts of 
funding—in a Phase 2. A quick win seemed necessary, attractive, and theoretically feasible. 

Consequently, some processes - such as Start getting to know L/NAs and the host – were rushed compared to Start’s 
customary approach in new contexts. Dealing directly with the mounting problems and barriers was also sometimes post-
poned during the opening stage in the hope that Phase 2 of the UPF would address any course corrections: “If we can just 
get this pilot completed, the issues can be solved in Phase 2,” reflected one Start representative who characterized this 
position as the dominant thinking within the Start team. Although not considered from the outset, the result, in the absence 
of a “reset button” granted by DEC or SCUK, was that structural weaknesses, impediments, and frustrations festered.

Contractual and DD rigidity

Despite early optimism, the UPF encountered immediate obstacles via Start Network and SCUK’s contractual and mem-
bership frameworks as well as DEC’s funding limitations. NNLPD was required to comply with UK-based, English lan-
guage legal frameworks that proved costly, time-consuming, and in some cases unfamiliar to local norms. For example, 
SCUK initially wanted NNLPD to adopt SCUK’s own policies around anti-terrorism, corruption, and safeguarding, among 
others. While designed to mitigate SCUK’s risk, these requirements seemed intrusive and misaligned with local realities to 
NNLPD, requiring expensive legal reviews, translations, and sometimes arduous negotiations.

One Start interviewee lamented that the grant custodian agreement was “a massive legal agreement, and that meant the 
flexibility that we [wanted] to see…just wasn’t there.” Indeed, the dual-contract approach—one for fund administration and 
one for grantmaking, on top of Start membership—further complicated compliance. As a result, Start Network’s original 
vision for simplified, contextualized due diligence overall was downshifted by SCUK’s mandatory frameworks which started 
with NNLPD’s onboarding. This downshift would later be mapped onto the smaller UPF sub-grants themselves, precluding a 
minimal compliance tier outside of Start’s conventional tiering model that would have allowed more L/NAs to qualify.

As one DEC Localization Group interviewee exclaimed: “We are not talking about millions… This is supposed to be an in-
novative pilot. Why are we complicating this?” The rhetorical question underscored the dissatisfaction shared by a number 
of stakeholders who felt the general structure of risk controls was disproportionate to the modest scale of the fund as well 
as, most importantly, to its original purposes.

Heavy, unexpected administration and overhead costs

The triple-layer arrangement—DEC as funder, SCUK as grant custodian, and Start Network providing technical assis-
tance—also increased administration and overhead costs. The UPF originally budgeted 64% of the £500,000 from DEC 
for direct grants, leaving 36% for administration and overhead shared between Start, SCUK and NNLPD. Over time, 
repeated extensions and unforeseen delays increased the already hefty expenses. Start Network had to allocate an 
additional £40,000 from its own budget while reducing the pot for actual grants from £320,000 to £301,000. Both NN-
LPD and Start contributed further staff time that was outside of the project’s coverage. Ultimately, nearly 44% of the DEC 
funding went to administration and overhead costs as well as operationalizing the fund by the end of the project in March 
2025. Start emphasized, however, that the additional costs were absorbed by its own unrestricted resources and, from its 
perspective, this reflected positively on the value of engaging with local and national organisations. While such cross-level 
collaboration can bring unforeseen expenses, Start viewed them as worthwhile investments in strengthening partnerships, 
reinforcing NNLPD as a local host, and improving outcomes. 
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Risk transfer enshrined

A less visible but equally significant burden was the way financial risks were shifted squarely onto NNLPD at the outset–a 
consequence, first and foremost, of the inability of funders and international partners to assume substantial risk (e.g., 
disallowed costs) at the beginning of the project.2 The subsequent contractual conditions laid out by SCUK essentially 
meant that if funds were determined to have been misused by sub-grantees (via an audit for example), the sub-grantees 
or NNLPD would be liable for repayment to SCUK (who would in turn be liable for repayment to DEC). NNLPD, believing 
it was unfair to pass those liabilities to its grantees, chose to absorb all downstream risk itself. As one NNLPD interviewee 
noted, the transfer of risk exposed a key contradiction: “You passed on all the risks to us and we agreed to it. Why don’t 
you then let us do what we think is right? [Instead] you are forcing us to do what you think is right [and] we will carry all 
the financial risks in all cases.”

Multiple Start representatives recognized the burden early and the unfairness of it. “I couldn’t believe we were forcing a 
local NGO to take on all of the risk,” remarked one Start interviewee. Start’s hands were largely tied, however, by SCUK’s 
risk policies and to a lesser extent that of DEC - both of which appeared immovable to Start, especially in the short time-
frame that the UPF had been afforded to get grants out the door.

Short-term pilot funding vs. long-term vision

Further complicating these opening structural hurdles was the nature of the UPF as a pilot backed only by the assurance of 
a short-term project grant from DEC (albeit with the expectation that a successful, on-time launch would entail a tripling of 
funding). While the scoping report had stressed the importance of assured, multi-year funding, there was no guaranteed 
commitment of DEC funding for a Phase 2. 

This reality exacerbated the underlying tensions: should the pilot focus on “quick wins” in disbursing all funds to unlock 
Phase 2 funding, or on carefully building a robust, enduring local institution? As a result, the UPF inaugurated itself as a 
short-term small grant program that had to prove itself to possibly garner more significant funding after only a few months 
of actual operation. It was yet another sign that the humanitarian sector’s funding cycles tend to clash with localization 
goals: locally led systems can rarely be developed meaningfully in less than a year, but donor pressure for rapid results 
without firm, multi-year commitments can hamstring such efforts.

B. Vetting and contract negotiations with NNLPD 

Vetting process for Start Network membership and Tier 3 status

NNLPD had to undergo an extensive vetting process to become a full Start Network member at Tier 3—a prerequisite 
endorsed by SCUK for hosting the fund and handling the grant. This involved a comprehensive due diligence assessment 
by Start Network’s U.K.-based audit partner, Buzzacott, and NNLPD meeting a range of institutional capacity criteria. 
NNLPD staff described the overall process as rigorous, time-consuming, and exasperating at certain turns. They noted that 
almost immediately after NNLPD’s selection as host in late 2023, the DD generated many “comments” or conditions that 
NNLPD needed to address. By early 2024, NNLPD had achieved a “contingent” Tier 3 status as well as Start member-
ship—a process that can take several months or more in other contexts—although it would not be until January 2025, after 
extensive back and forth over contract provisions, that the necessary full Tier 3 to begin actual granting was achieved.

2 In humanitarian operations run by NGOs, disallowed costs are expenses that donors or funders deem ineligible for reimbursement or coverage under a grant or 
contract. These are typically outlined in donor agreements, financial regulations, or audits. The concept of disallowed costs can create significant operational and 
strategic challenges for NGOs.



16

REVIEW OF THE UKRAINE LOCAL POOLED FUND

Realizing the heavy lift required to fully pass DD and sign three international contracts/agreements (Start Network mem-
bership, UPF administration, UPF granting), Start Network’s capacity-strengthening team worked early and closely with 
NNLPD to ensure all requirements were met, including updates to NNLPD’s internal policies. Significantly, Start contribut-
ed £10,000 from its own funding outside of the UPF to NNLPD to help in these efforts. 

Achieving full Start membership and contingent Tier 3 status, the first order of business, required NNLPD to implement several 
changes in governance and compliance. For example, NNLPD had to develop or revise key policies on anti-corruption, 
counter-terrorism, and safeguarding to ensure that they were compliant with Start Network and SCUK’s requirements. From 
NNLPD’s perspective, the Start membership process, as well as the efforts around becoming a contingent Tier 3 organization, 
were significantly more extensive (and costly) than initially anticipated, especially given the legal advice and translation that 
was sometimes necessary. NNLPD ultimately complied with the Start requirements, assisted by Start’s allowance for side letter 
agreements that gave NNLPD some flexibility on certain policies and other provisions that it relaxed. Still, the membership 
and opening DD processes pushed the exceptionally tight timeline for the project. Alongside early difficulties in finding a local 
DD provider to vet potential grantees, the delay meant that the February 2024 launch of the Fund was impossible. As one 
NNLPD interviewee later reflected, the startup phase actually, “took six months of intensive work by two teams and consul-
tants”—and even then, not all processes could be fully localized or adapted, given that international procedures “take a long 
time” to understand, push back on and then complete.

Contract negotiation with SCUK

In parallel with the Start Network membership process, NNLPD also had to negotiate two complex administration and 
grant contracts with SCUK, the fiduciary intermediary. NNLPD staff recalled that the contracting phase with SCUK was 
particularly challenging and at times contentious—more so than the Start membership agreement. The initial contract 
proposed by SCUK imposed an array of stringent requirements on NNLPD, including the full adoption of SCUK’s own 
policies and legal terms. An NNLPD member explained that the first version of the agreement “obliged us to follow 
[SCUK’s] policies and procedures.” From NNLPD’s point of view, “it was nonsense that we would follow a policy of [a] 
British organization. It’s not related to our Ukrainian work.” NNLPD was essentially being asked to variously duplicate, 
expand or override its own procedures (which had just been vetted and approved by Start Network with some negotiated 
modifications) with those of SCUK, a step they felt would not add value and might even conflict with local operating norms.

A particular sticking point was the jurisdiction and legal framework governing the grant. SCUK’s standard contract language 
assumed compliance with UK laws and regulations, which did not translate neatly into the Ukrainian context. As an NNLPD 
interviewee highlighted, “we don’t have British lawyers [accessible] in Ukraine, so we cannot follow British law.” Requiring 
a Ukrainian NGO to abide by foreign (British) law was seen by NNLPD as impractical, misguided, and unfair. This issue 
exemplified the broader problem of misaligned requirements: NNLPD operates under Ukrainian law and norms, whereas 
the SCUK’s templates assumed UK-centric compliance, leading to confusion, concern, and pushback. According to NNLPD, 
significant time and resources had to be spent on the back-and-forth negotiations and consultations to resolve the differences.

Ultimately, by April 2024, NNLPD and SCUK reached compromises–mediated indirectly by Start which had to shuttle 
between both actors–allowing the administration of the project to move forward. It would not be until several months later, 
however, that the granting contract was signed. In both cases, with the support of Start and the earlier capacity grant, 
NNLPD agreed to strengthen or adapt certain internal policies to meet donor expectations. In several instances, NNLPD 
drafted its own policy in lieu of SCUK’s policy, with SCUK identifying perceived critical gaps in NNLPD’s policies and 
NNLPD suggesting revisions. Ultimately, several problematic contract clauses were partially mitigated via contract annex-
es and clarifications. The collaborative revision of the contracts thus eventually produced two workable contracts, but the 
process 1) further delayed the start of fund disbursement; 2) required NNLPD to navigate unfamiliar legal terrain and bend 
some of its values and positions as a Ukrainian organization; and 3) effectively meant that NNLPD was running the UPF 
since January 2024 without payment or an administration contract.
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Enablers and challenges

Several factors hindered or enabled the vetting and contracting processes. A primary challenge was the misalignment 
of international requirements with the local context. NNLPD found that some donor, SCUK, and Start Network rules did 
not easily fit Ukrainian legislation or practice which complicated the process of cooperation. There was a “frequent lack 
of harmonization,” according to one NNLPD interviewee, that had to be managed by creating extra annexes, adapting 
terms, or engaging in processes that were not required—or were substantially different such as with audits—in Ukraine for 
non-profit organizations. 

Another recurring problem revolved around language and documentation. The SCUK contract and Start membership 
agreements were in English and governed by U.K.-based templates, although NNLPD only operates in Ukraine. NNLPD 
and Start had to wait for—and then go back and forth over—translations produced by Start for key contract documents 
(some of which were required by Ukrainian law). As an NNLPD interviewee noted, this was something NNLPD’s interna-
tional partners were not aware of initially. The language barrier extended to legal expertise as well. NNLPD’s own lawyers 
did not speak English fluently, which made negotiating English-language legal terms sometimes confusing and lengthy. 
An additional hindrance was the overall rigidity of compliance requirements from the international side. NNLPD felt that 
both Start Network and SCUK initially approached the partnership with a heavy compliance mindset—understandable 
given fiduciary risk, but at odds with the fund’s spirit of localization. This made negotiations “pretty stressful” at times. It took 
dialogue and, in NNLPD’s view, a willingness on both sides to compromise to finally align the contract and procedures. 

On the enabling side, certain practices eventually improved the situation. Start Network as an intermediary partner helped 
translate some requirements into more manageable terms for NNLPD. As already mentioned above, Start Network’s team 
provided capacity-building funding to NNLPD that helped the latter develop new policies and internal guidelines. NN-
LPD’s own commitment to the project was also an enabling factor. The team invested considerable effort to meet require-
ments, engaging consultants, and lawyers to fill capacity gaps. Despite the periodic frustrations, NNLPD “spent a lot of…
time to negotiate” and update its policies, which ultimately allowed the partnership to move ahead. This perseverance was 
crucial in overcoming the impasse. It is worth noting further that not all national organizations might have had the capacity 
or boldness to push back as NNLPD did. NNLPD, being a network of community foundations with some prior donor and 
advocacy experience, was aware and assertive. They stood their ground on key issues, which led to better final contracts 
and membership agreement. This indicates that choosing a strong local host is important, but also suggests that many local 
NGOs might need multi-dimensional support in such processes.

Finally, both NNLPD, Start Network and SCUK learned to be more flexible compared to their opening positions. The final 
agreements, which partially used NNLPD’s policies with some enhancements (rather than imposing foreign systems whole-
sale), are evidence of a willingness to look for a middle ground wherever possible, even though many of NNLPD’s criticisms 
and concerns could not be addressed because of the triple layer of international structures imposed at the outset of the project.

Impact on implementation 

These vetting and contracting difficulties had substantial effects on the fund’s implementation timeline and workload. Be-
cause the membership approval and then SCUK contracting took longer than expected, the launch of grant disbursement 
was delayed (the first of three No Cost Extensions would be approved by DEC in the spring of 2024). The prolonged 
setup phase meant that during the first half of 2024, NNLPD staff were chiefly occupied with compliance processes (due 
diligence, contract revisions) and refining the agreed-upon two new grant mechanisms rather than delivering grants. This 
was a period of intense learning and institutional development for NNLPD. “The experience of establishing the fund was 
a challenge both for the rapid increase in capacity and for the organization to acquire new competencies,” one NNLPD 
interviewee reflected, underlining how unusual and demanding the UPF setup was in the Ukrainian NGO context. At the 
same time, NNLPD recognized that these hurdles taught valuable lessons and ultimately strengthened their systems. 
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The NNLPD team emerged more familiar with international donor requirements and better equipped to manage a com-
plex pooled fund mechanism going forward. They also identified several ways to improve future processes, specifically 
the need for more realistic planning and early clarity in such partnerships—recommending that future projects “build more 
realistic timelines for the start [up phase] … taking into consideration the time for legal delays” and “establish transparent 
communication with all stakeholders, including clear expectations” from the outset. 

C. Decision-making & partnership dynamics

As described previously, the UPF’s governance structure gave formal contractual authority to Start Network and SCUK, 
while NNLPD was tasked with leading fund implementation. However, this arrangement created an imbalance: NNLPD 
bore significant operational and reputational risks but had limited say in a number of key decisions. While NNLPD influ-
enced some programmatic aspects—such as the grant application and the two-pronged granting mechanism—they had 
little control over legal and DD frameworks that constrained their own organization while essentially determining which 
Ukrainian organizations could and could not get grants. For instance, SCUK’s refusal to alter the standard subgrant agree-
ment for L/NAs or translate and accept it in Ukrainian was seen by NNLPD as a key moment undermining local ownership 
and decision-making. Tensions were further compounded by the absence of a formal joint governance mechanism in 
the early stages. Decision-making relied on coordination discussions—often held virtually or via email exchanges—and 
informal channels, with Start acting as the intermediary between NNLPD and SCUK (which never directly engaged one 
another). This led to delays, confusion and tension over roles and responsibilities.

The working relationship between Start and NNLPD was also occasionally strained during the fund’s setup phase, cre-
ating an atmosphere of opposition at some points that would prove hard to overcome as time went on and new hurdles 
seemed to arise. Misaligned expectations and cultural differences in communication styles exacerbated the difficulties. 
NNLPD, expecting genuine co-ownership when it applied to be host, was frustrated by what it perceived as top-down 
decision-making. Start Network, meanwhile, felt bound by SCUK’s risk and legal frameworks significantly limiting their 
ability to grant NNLPD more autonomy.

Frustrations culminated in some public criticisms of the UPF process aired by NNLPD online in the middle of 2024, some-
thing that Start viewed as reputationally harmful and counterproductive. Conversely, NNLPD felt that their concerns were 
not being addressed through internal channels, and that their commitments to and reputation with L/NAs were also being 
undermined by project delays that seemed to NNLPD to be linked to exactly the kind of practices which the UPF was 
supposed to challenge.

Both sides, however, took steps to improve the relationship. A July 2024 public webinar hosted by Start and NNLPD 
offered a clear, coordinated breakdown of successes and challenges to date. Start Network representatives were both 
forthcoming and self-critical about specific practices and constraints that were delaying the most important aspect of the 
UPF: getting grants to Ukrainian responders and people in need. A follow-up, in-person meeting in Prague in September 
2024 between senior leadership at both organizations helped to further assuage mutual concerns and ensure that the UPF 
would ultimately be launched by March 2025. Unfortunately, by that time, DEC found itself able to offer a third No Cost 
Extension but, due in part to timing constraints of its Ukraine Humanitarian Appeal, unable to support Phase 2 funding. 
Nevertheless, the meeting was especially timely because it came on the heels of a decision–explored below–by SCUK 
and Start that Buzzacott would have to re-vet each of the 10 grantees which the local consultant had recommended for 
funding by the UPF. The direct engagement gave enough dedicated, in-person space to fully reset expectations and de-
velop a realistic plan for overcoming what both sides believed and hoped would be the last major hurdle i.e., grantees 
passing or failing the international DD provider’s requirements.

Overall, NNLPD sought significant flexibility and decision-making control in line with the fund’s stated localization goals as 
well as its initial conceptualization by DEC and Start itself. However, while Start supported NNLPD’s leadership in areas like 
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fund design and grantee vetting, control over contracting and DD remained mostly inflexible. These key chokepoints proved 
destabilizing to the entire relationship. Start staff repeatedly acknowledged the tension: while they were committed to local-
ization, operating under SCUK’s legal framework meant “very minimal flexibility” was possible. One Start interviewee added 
that their experience with Start elsewhere had not prepared them for an L/NA that so vigorously asserted local leadership 
and pushed back on international decision-making. Nevertheless, by the fund’s launch in early 2025 with seven L/NAs ap-
proved for project granting, coordination had improved and a more collaborative tone emerged.

D. Due diligence 

Adaptation delayed

The DD processes of the UPF were central to its implementation and emerged as one of the most hindering and contested 
elements of the pilot phase. While designed to ensure fiduciary compliance and mitigate risk, local stakeholders—includ-
ing NNLPD and several L/NAs—raised substantial concerns about its appropriateness, perceived imposition, and the 
extent to which it reflected uneven power dynamics, particularly in relation to localization commitments.

The DD process was supposed to be adapted for Ukraine from Start Network’s global criteria by a local consultant, with 
oversight and technical advice provided by Buzzacott, Start’s long-standing DD partner. One of the first challenges, 
and another factor driving the cascading delays, was that it proved extremely difficult to find a local DD provider. Two 
rounds of calls for proposals in the first quarter of 2024 were held. Finally, a Ukrainian consultant was chosen to lead the 
adaptation but she did not actively have a team or a company structure available to provide the kind of “two signature” 
verification that is standard practice in DD. 

Another, deeper limitation, however, was that despite the DEC scoping report explicitly calling for an adapted, reduced, 
and tiered DD framework—points reiterated by Start throughout its own project documents and communication in 2023—
Start’s pre-existing three-tier DD framework was essentially set by March 2024 to be transplanted to Ukraine without 
significant adaptation. As Start’s internal Monthly Memo from March reported:

“We are currently discussing our internal options and we feel that our best approach is to use the tiered 
due diligence framework as is, without contextualising it as the proposal indicated, and administer due 
diligence on a smaller pool of organisations than initially intended. We would then want to allow more 
time in Phase 2 to look at simplifying the due diligence approach further, working with other ongoing 
projects, which should allow greater access to a wider pool of local actors. Before finalising this ap-

proach, we will present it to DEC for sign off.” 

The result was indeed significantly limiting. NNLPD had been expecting a large set of L/NAs to pass an adapted Tier 
2 framework since Tier 1 organizations could not access project funds (and only much later were approved by DEC for 
£10,000 capacity strengthening grants). And they had also been messaging as much to L/NAs, adding that Phase 2 
funding was expected to unlock significantly more funds for more organizations. It quickly became clear, however, that 
only a handful of local organizations would eventually be able to achieve the required Tier 2 status necessary for pro-
gram funding eligibility, undermining accessibility. “It [was] still a 300-question DD…this is the reality,” acknowledged 
one Start representative when asked about the complexity of the conventional Start DD process that was mapped onto 
the UPF. 

According to multiple interviewees at SCUK and Start, there are at least two interrelated reasons why the pre-existing 
Tiering and attendant DD systems were not meaningfully adapted or reduced. First, the incredibly tight timeline preclud-
ed taking the kind of lengthy actions within Start and with the funder that were necessary in the past when Start sought 
to change such a framework. Second, a meaningful adaptation was generally deemed as unlikely to gain approval by 
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SCUK—even if a DEC permission letter was obtained, for example, specifically allowing for a relaxation of Start’s Tiering 
framework. After all, its legal department exercised significant risk aversion from the start of the project: NNLPD had to 
attain a full Tier 3 status and not just a contingent Tier 3 status in order to receive grantmaking funds.

Buzzacott called in to review the DD

The local DD consultant’s involvement did improve matters in that assessments could be done in the local language and 
with awareness of context. However, it also introduced new issues: the assessment reports were regarded by some in-
volved in initial reviews as having inconsistencies and gaps. Because of this, as well as the consultant’s inability to marshal 
a team and provide two signatures for verification, Start and SCUK felt compelled to add an extra layer of review by 
Buzzacott to double-check all of the consultant’s work. Although L/NAs were not required to reapply, the effect was that 
each local organization’s file went through two rounds of scrutiny. This prolonged the overall timeline significantly and 
also added almost £18,000 in unforeseen costs. The local consultant’s assessments ran from June to September 2024, 
and Buzzacott’s re-check extended into December 2024. By the time due diligence was completed and fully accepted for 
project grantees, it was late January 2025.

Selecting a Ukrainian DD startup

One potential missed opportunity during the UPF pilot phase may have been the decision not to select one startup Ukrainian 
DD platform as the entity conducting due diligence. Despite applying during the first call for DD providers in early 2024, 
the startup was ultimately disqualified by the Start-NNLPD-led selection committee—primarily on the basis that it was 
newly established and lacked a sufficiently long track record. A secondary concern was a potential conflict of interest due 
to its close ties with NNLPD and shared board memberships, for example, through the Alliance of Ukrainian CSOs. Yet 
these issues, while not without merit, failed to account for the unique value that the startup could have brought to the UPF. 
Indeed, as one DEC member reflected, “There should have been extra flexibility and consideration afforded [the startup] 
in the DD contracting process for the Pooled Fund given the synergy.”

The Ukrainian startup DD provider was created specifically to streamline DD for local actors—precisely what the DEC 
scoping report had recommended—and it was already being funded by multiple DEC members, including CARE, CA-
FOD, and Christian Aid. It was, therefore, a fully formed and functioning NGO where the lack of a second verification 
signature would not have been a problem. As another DEC member put it: “The Collective Initiatives fund…is for taking 
risks, otherwise what is the point of them trying to fund innovation?” 

L/NA and NNLPD views of the DD process

Many local stakeholders interviewed felt that the overall structure, expectations, and benchmarks related to the DD pro-
cess were not sufficiently adapted to the Ukrainian context—especially for organizations operating in an active conflict 
zone with constrained resources. Three out of nine L/NAs involved in the DD process for potential grantees said that their 
experience with the due diligence process was “rather negative” or “difficult, cumbersome and lengthy,” with respondents 
consistently citing a “huge number of questions” and “a very big assessment form,” noting that the volume and expecta-
tions far exceeded those of other donors such as UNICEF or the Swiss government. Two respondents rated the DD process 
as neither good nor bad, while 4 scored it positively.

https://allianceuacso.com/home/
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Although participants acknowledged the process was well-communicated, clear, and supported by the fund’s managers 
and local consultant, it was nonetheless widely seen among both interviewees and respondents as an excessive admin-
istrative burden given the relatively small grant amounts and the emergency context. The DD process did offer some flex-
ibility, such as allowing grantees to rectify gaps during the assessment (e.g., acquiring a lockable cabinet for document 
storage or improving IT security). 

Perceptions of imposition, procedural rigidity & uneven power dynamics

Multiple L/NAs voiced concerns that the DD process was not only burdensome but also felt imposed and rigid, particu-
larly when prior assessments were not accepted. One interviewee noted that some “questions differ insignificantly” from 
other donor assessments, yet they were required to complete everything again from scratch. This lack of mutual recognition 
of due diligence—passporting, as was called for by the scoping report—even for organizations previously vetted by do-
nors like UHF, was generally perceived as wasteful and disrespectful of existing, vetted capacities.

Underlying many of the frustrations was a perceived neo-colonial dynamic—a sense that local organizations were being held 
to externally imposed standards that did not adequately reflect their realities, values, or contributions. This was not always 
described in explicit terms, but several L/NAs referenced the power imbalance between local and international actors. One 
NNLPD staff member remarked: “It’s not about imposing a system; it’s more about not even trying to see what exists outside 
their system.” The inability to genuinely adapt or co-create the DD process was viewed by some as indicative of a broader 
structural hierarchy, in which knowledge, control, and legitimacy remained concentrated in the hands of international actors.

This was most acutely visible in Start Network’s application of humanitarian principles, specifically the principle of neu-
trality, which led to the exclusion of a local NGO during the DD process that raised funds for the Ukrainian armed forces. 
Despite NNLPD’s efforts to argue that the organization was also distributing humanitarian aid and was open to options 
for separation or mitigation, Start, SCUK, and DEC saw a red line that was very unlikely to be addressed by amelioratory 
measures. The NGO was subsequently excluded from the UPF. This caused significant distress in the relationship between 
Start and NNLPD: “We had a lot of conversations… we could not convince them… this is my personal pain,” one NNLPD 
interviewee recalled. 

Pleasant, everything went smoothly and fast (1)
Fine (3)
Neither good nor bad (2)
Rather negative (1)
Difficult, cumbersome and lengthy (2)

How was your experience with the due diligence process 
you had to pass to be eligible for funding from the Ukraine 
Local Pooled Fund?*

* Responses from the online survey conducted with 10 L/NAs selected for the due dilligence process.

1

3

2

1

2
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The decision contradicted the views of many Ukrainian actors who see supporting national defense as compatible with hu-
manitarian principles. Start’s position was accordingly perceived by Ukrainians involved in the discussions as another ex-
ample of externally imposed norms overriding local ones and undermining local leadership. The NGO that was excluded 
also expressed frustration that it had gone through the UPF’s extensive processes only to find out that some of its activities 
precluded its successful involvement from the start. From the NGOs perspective, no definition of humanitarian principles 
had been provided at the outset, a point echoed by NNLPD which was surprised by what it saw as the strict application 
of a set of principles that had not been flagged early on as a potential wedge issue. 

The DD process in the UPF achieved its technical aims—ensuring compliant and accountable fund disbursement—but in 
doing so, it created tension with key localization principles. While the process was executed with transparency, support, 
and genuine effort to be inclusive, many local actors experienced it as bureaucratic, rigid, and insufficiently adapted to 
their context. The perception of procedural imposition and coloniality—even if unintentional—grated on the fund’s commit-
ment to power-sharing, agility, and accessibility.

Going forward, local stakeholders strongly recommended that due diligence in similar funds be streamlined, better con-
textualized, and co-designed with local actors. This includes developing differentiated compliance pathways, accepting 
prior vetting from trusted donors (passporting), and ensuring that humanitarian principles are applied with adequate no-
tice and sensitivity to local realities.

E. Recommendations and suggestions for improvement by L/NAs

Local stakeholders put forward concrete suggestions to enhance the fund’s effectiveness, particularly if it continues be-
yond the pilot phase. A strong theme in their feedback is simplification and context adaptation of procedures. Nearly 
every local actor recommended streamlining the due diligence and application requirements. They proposed making 
application forms shorter and more user-friendly (for instance, allowing forms to be saved in progress), and eliminat-
ing repetitive or non-essential questions. One respondent explicitly suggested implementing differentiated compliance 
requirements based on an organization’s size, experience, and track record, so that “small or newly created organiza-
tions” are not overwhelmed by “excessive administrative burden.” Relatedly, they encourage a risk-based approach 
that recognizes when an organization has already been vetted by other trusted mechanisms. As noted, the idea of mu-
tual recognition of due diligence—or passporting—came up frequently. It was strongly felt that if a grantee was recently 
cleared by another major donor or humanitarian fund, the pooled fund should “count those assessments” and not start 
from scratch. Adopting such measures would shorten the lead time to deliver grants, which is critical in a crisis setting.

Another key recommendation is to improve ongoing communication and transparency during the process. Local part-
ners would have liked more regularized updates on the status of their applications and verifications (e.g., whether ad-
ditional information was needed, or when funding would be disbursed). Keeping applicants informed would manage 
expectations and maintain trust during inevitable bureaucratic delays. Along with this, several interviewees urged the 
fund managers to more fully account for local context and constraints when setting requirements. This includes flexibil-
ity around documentation (accepting scans or alternatives if originals are lost due to conflict) and generally adjusting 
timelines to the realities of working in a war-affected environment. The fund’s independent DD consultant echoed this 
point, observing that the standard international vetting procedure was very formal and paper-based, without any 
interviews of community members or field visits. In her view, a more holistic approach—incorporating feedback from 
an organization’s partners and beneficiaries—could improve accuracy and fairness in assessing local NGOs. Such 
contextualization of the due diligence model is seen as essential if the fund is to truly be locally led.

Finally, L/NAs are focused on the sustainability and continuation of the pooled fund beyond the initial pilot period. The 
discontinuation of DEC’s support (intended as one funder among others) after phase 1 has been a disappointment, and 
both NNLPD and its L/NA partners are keen to attract new donors to keep the fund alive. Critically, they advise future 
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funders to work through the established local fund structure rather than create parallel mechanisms. In other words, 
new donors should “accept the [pooled] fund… with its own rules and regulations” and not impose an entirely new set 
of procedures. The NNLPD leadership stressed that if donors trust the results achieved so far and the competence of the 
local host, they should agree on high-level objectives and then “just let us do our job.” By minimizing external micro-
management—which often siphons time and resources—the fund could deliver even greater results. Local organizations 
strongly share this view, emphasizing that they want to be treated as true partners.

Ensuring a next phase of the fund that is both well-resourced and locally empowering is a top priority in the eyes of 
these stakeholders. They suggest convening interested donors to present the fund’s first-phase lessons and successes, 
thereby making the case for sustained investment in this locally-led model. In the meantime, NNLPD has explored inter-
im steps to continue core activities of the fund (such as convening local networks and coordinating small grants) even 
with minimal resources, underlining the local commitment to the fund’s objectives. The clear message from the ground is 
that the Ukraine Local Pooled Fund has been a valuable proof of concept for localization: With adjustments to improve 
efficiency and donor flexibility, as well as more funding support, it can more fully meet local needs and achieve the 
impact that both communities and donors hope to see.

F. Start Network’s role as service provider

A defining feature of the UPF was the intended role of Start Network vis-à-vis the local host. Rather than directly running 
the fund (as Start does with its global Start Fund or its country-level Start Funds in Bangladesh and Nepal), Start aimed 
to act as a service provider and enabler to the local host, NNLPD. This was an embodiment of the principle of auxiliary—
that international actors would perform only those tasks that could not be done at a more local level. In theory, NNLPD 
was to lead the fund, and Start Network would offer technical assistance, tools, and mentorship. However, as the project 
unfolded, Start found itself taking a more hands-on role than originally envisioned or expected by most stakeholders. This 
shift was driven by several factors: the urgency to deliver on time, NNLPD’s initial unfamiliarity with Start’s mechanisms, 
the simply high workload of setting up a fund from scratch and, most of all, the heavy strictures that resulted from the three 
international actors SCUK, Start and DEC. The result was some role ambiguity and even role reversal in certain areas, 
which had implications for local leadership.

During the design and setup phase, Start Network staff often acted as de facto project managers. They drafted terms of 
reference, managed the funder reporting and custodial relationship (NNLPD never interacted  with SCUK’s management 
team and only in a limited fashion with DEC well after the start of the project), coordinated the due diligence consultant 
hiring, and generally kept the machinery moving—functions that in a truly local-led model might have been managed 
by the local host. One Start interviewee candidly summarized the situation: “We ended up in a catch-22. We used the 
heavier compliance of a Start Fund, yet it wasn’t actually a Start Fund…” In other words, they applied the standards and 
workload as if Start were implementing, but ostensibly it was NNLPD’s fund. Similarly, Start’s team found they could not be 
merely advisory on compliance matters; given the complexities discussed earlier, and especially SCUK’s heightened risk 
aversion towards Ukraine, they felt compelled to step in and make project defining judgment calls (for instance, deciding 
to involve Buzzacott for a second layer of DD or negotiating contract terms, extensions and project modifications with 
DEC and SCUK). 

While NNLPD was generally kept informed, these were areas where Start took the driver’s seat because it was positioned 
as the gatekeeper at the outset by the triple layer approach. This led one NNLPD staff member to feel that Start Network 
sometimes acted almost like a “co-director” of the project, whereas NNLPD had expected to be more independent. As 
one Start leader recognized: 
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“We position ourselves on the edge of the current system, so pulling in ideas from the outside, but also 
trying to pull the system itself along. That’s our theory of change by creating almost a tipping point for 

the system to be able to do things differently. But because we are embedded in the system, because this 
money was coming from a system actor, because our grant custodian was within the system and our due 
diligence provider was a system actor… all of these things that we needed to do to make this work were 

undermined by the system that we had to work within.”

On the positive side, Start Network’s deep involvement brought important strengths to the table. Their experience from 
other pooled funds provided ready-made tools (SOPs, proposal formats, funding allocation procedures) that would have 
been onerous to develop from scratch within the short period of time originally envisioned. At a number of key moments, 
Start also demonstrated flexibility and deference to NNLPD’s direction despite the heavy structures they had to answer to, 
such as when they agreed to delay the implementation of a steering committee for the UPF given that NNLPD is already 
a network overseen L/NAs. Their navigation of relationships with DEC and SCUK further absorbed some bureaucratic 
burden so that NNLPD didn’t have to handle several donor relations. This likely prevented even more delays. For exam-
ple, Start’s familiarity with DEC reporting meant they could quickly produce required reports and secure extensions, tasks 
which might have overwhelmed NNLPD initially. Additionally, Start’s role in convening and facilitating the co-design 
workshop was beneficial—although staffers didn’t have experience in Ukraine, they lent credibility and structure to the 
process. In effect, Start acted as a bridge between the local vision and international standards. However, the trade-off 
was that this sometimes diminished the perception of local ownership.

Indeed, from NNLPD’s perspective, Start’s role as a service provider at times felt more like that of a monitor or gatekeeper. 
This perception stemmed from the power imbalance in access, and the fact that Start—through SCUK—retained final de-
cision-making authority over financial matters until disbursement, effectively maintaining overall control. Start Network as 
an organization is a leader on localization, as NNLPD eagerly understood when it applied to host the fund. But in the role 
of intermediary, managing donor funds in a new context with an extremely tight deadline and its own custodian averse 
to granting much flexibility, Start was pushed to sometimes play an authoritative role. The dual identity—a champion of 
locally-led action and a manager of an international grant—was difficult to reconcile and, unfortunately, grating on a 
number of Start staffers who are deeply committed to humanitarian work and system changing.

“Examples like this remind me that we still have such a long way to go, and the system in so many 
ways, particularly around finances and around risk, is not ready for all of the rhetoric that’s put out 

on a regular basis.”—Start interviewee

G. Comparison to other Start Funds and the UHF

Comparing the UPF’s design and execution to other pooled funds—such as the Start Funds in Nepal and Bangladesh and 
the UHF—reveals both shared challenges and instructive divergences. These comparative insights shed light on the gap 
between the UPF’s strategic ambitions and its operational realities, and suggest pathways for refinement.

Gradual vs. immediate localization approaches

A key difference lies in the pacing and sequencing of localization. In Bangladesh and Nepal, localization was ap-
proached as a stepwise, evolving process. The Start Fund in Bangladesh launched in early 2017 with an INGO host and 
started granting three months later to other INGOs. It disbursed its first grant to a local/national NGO (LNNGO) in July 
2019—more than two years later. That early award came only after a nine-month due diligence process involving four 
stages, through which 26 LNNGOs were selected from 196 applicants. Importantly, these organizations were brought in 
as program partners, not full Start members, allowing a progressive learning and adaptation cycle.
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Start Fund Nepal similarly began with INGO intermediaries but aimed from the beginning to transition toward direct 
access for national organizations. Local actors were included in governance bodies and gradually entrusted with fund 
management roles. Over time, both national Start Funds increased direct funding to local NGOs and enhanced their lead-
ership in governance structures, with clear efforts to manage conflicts of interest and improve transparency.

In contrast, the UPF attempted a much more immediate shift to local leadership. From inception, the fund was envi-
sioned to be hosted and managed by a Ukrainian local network, NNLPD, with technical support from Start Network 
and fiduciary oversight by SCUK. While ambitious and admirable, this leap exposed significant weaknesses in support 
structures, notably around contracting, due diligence, and compliance, that delayed the launch and constrained the 
fund’s flexibility. As one interviewee from Start reflected, “We didn’t foresee this type of program but we were forced 
and bound by [existing mechanisms].”

Due diligence and accessibility

Due diligence emerges as a major bottleneck across all pooled funds, but the way it was handled varied significantly. In 
Nepal and Bangladesh, the process was extensive and centralized at the outset, but allowances were made for gradual 
onboarding, extensive capacity support, and long lead times. These settings offered room for learning-by-doing and ad-
justing to national contexts over time.

By contrast, the UPF applied Start’s global tiered due diligence framework with limited contextual adjustment. This frame-
work, while theoretically adaptable, in practice remained highly burdensome—”still a 300-question DD,” as one Start 
staffer described. This created barriers for smaller Ukrainian organizations and contributed to significant delays. The idea 
of a reduced or streamlined DD process, as envisioned in the DEC scoping report, was not realized in Phase 1.

The UHF, meanwhile, offers a strong comparative example of adaptive due diligence. Since 2022, the UHF has revised its 
eligibility and capacity assessment tools specifically for community-based organizations. According to one UHF interviewee, 
the revised tools reduced question volume for L/NAs by over 50% (less than 20 DD questions are now asked for organi-
zations seeking up to $250,000 and only five policies are required to be in place), cut assessment costs by 35-40%, and 
enabled onboarding in just four months. As a result, the number of national actors eligible for UHF funding rose from 32 in 
early 2022 to 60 by early 2025, with funding to national NGOs increasing from 22% to 45% of total allocations. While 
UHF grants remain significantly larger in size (starting at $238,000), the model shows how localized, efficient systems can 
widen access without compromising oversight. It should be noted, however, that the UHF took almost a year to design, launch 
and disburse an L/NA small grants program between 2022 and 2023, and that increases in direct funding only accelerated 
more than a year after the fund suddenly increased in size following Russia’s full-scale invasion in February 2022.

Governance and decision-making power

The Start Funds in Nepal and Bangladesh emphasized governance localization from the beginning. Local and national 
NGOs were given substantial voice and voting rights on allocation committees and boards. In Bangladesh, this gover-
nance inclusion helped shift perceptions of the fund from an “INGO club” to a nationally shared resource. Inclusive design 
also helped mitigate resentment and built shared ownership.

In the UPF, the governance model was less developed during the initial launch. NNLPD, as the host, was meant to lead 
implementation, but retained limited formal authority over contractual and compliance decisions, which rested largely with 
Start and SCUK. This imbalance constrained the sense of local ownership and created tension between the fund’s vision 
and its daily operations, as has been pointed out.



26

REVIEW OF THE UKRAINE LOCAL POOLED FUND

The UHF, while a UN-managed fund, has taken significant steps toward local governance in recent years. It increased the 
representation of national actors on its advisory board and project review committees, and began decentralizing funding 
decisions to oblast-level, locally led coordination mechanisms. These area-based steering committees now include com-
munity members, strengthening not just local decision-making but also community accountability.

Cost efficiency and overheads

Administrative efficiency is another key point of contrast. The UHF, even with a large operating structure, has kept in-coun-
try overheads under 4%, which includes an additional 2% that donors must contribute towards headquarters operations. 
This efficiency is partly due to scale, but also to streamlined procedures.

The UPF, with its triple-intermediary structure, struggled to contain overheads from the outset. Initially projected at 36%, 
administrative and overhead costs, as well as operationalizing the fund, ultimately consumed 44% of total funding by the 
end of the pilot phase. The modest scale of the fund and repeated delays compounded this issue, leaving just 56% of the 
original allocation for direct grantmaking – a result that diverged from both best practices and the UPF’s stated localization 
ambitions. Although the UPF was designed to be implemented in two phases, with the intention of reducing overheads in 
the overall £2 million budget and directing a greater share of funding to Ukrainian organizations in the second phase, the 
high administrative burden of the pilot phase underscored the structural challenges in achieving that goal.
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The Ukraine Local Pooled Fund pilot was a pioneering effort set against the backdrop of a large-scale humanitarian 
crisis and a global agenda to localize aid. It achieved a number of firsts—a national network directly managing in-
ternational emergency funds and providing grants to L/NAs, and local NGOs collaboratively designing a funding 
mechanism tailored to their context. At the same time, it highlighted the deep-rooted challenges in shifting power and 
resources to local actors within the existing humanitarian funding ecosystem. Unrealistic timelines, rigid compliance ex-
pectations, and multi-layered bureaucracy impeded the pilot, resulting in slower and fewer outcomes than hoped. Yet, 
the fact that money ultimately reached local responders—and that both Start Network and NNLPD underwent profound 
learning in the process—is a success that should not be understated. The journey of this pilot underscores that localizing 
humanitarian finance is not a quick fix, but a transformational process requiring patience, flexibility, and willingness to 
overhaul standard ways of working.

Crucially, the UPF pilot fostered a sense of self-reflection among stakeholders. Local actors became more aware of how 
global humanitarian systems operate and how they can or are obstructed from asserting influence. International actors 
—Start Network, DEC, and others—gained insight into the unintended consequences of their procedures and the ad-
justments needed to truly empower local partners, especially in new contexts or via new frameworks. One of the most 
valuable outcomes is that NNLPD and its partners now have a much stronger understanding of pooled fund mechanisms, 
compliance demands, and how to navigate them; this knowledge will remain in Ukraine’s civil society, enabling future 
efforts at direct funding to build on a higher base. As one NNLPD staff member noted, “we have the technical know-how… 
we can just do it.”

The recommendations in this report aim to translate these hard-won lessons into actionable steps. Start Network is ad-
vised to simplify and realign its model to better serve local leadership, two steps that should be easier as it moves this 
year to become fully independent from SCUK. NNLPD and other national hosts are encouraged to seek greater clarity 
from international partners as early as possible and continue to stand firm on equitable partnership terms, capitalizing on 
their enhanced capacities to drive localization forward globally. The DEC and similar donor consortia should refine their 
approaches to innovative pilots, ensuring flexibility and sustained support go hand-in-hand with accountability. And for 
donors at large, the message is clear: If the sector is serious about localizing aid, donors must adapt their funding modal-
ities, accept shared risk, and provide the nurturing support that nascent local structures need to develop strong, capable 
and resilient local actors able to manage humanitarian responses with minimal direct international involvement.

In closing, the Ukraine Local Pooled Fund pilot can be seen as a microcosm of the localization journey, with all its setbacks 
and breakthroughs. It reminds us that shifting power in humanitarian aid is as much about changing mindsets and rela-
tionships as it is about changing money flows. Success will require iterative learning and genuine collaboration between 
international and local actors. As evidenced by the improvements made during the course of this pilot (e.g., more equitable 
contracts, adjusted processes, and eventually funds disbursed), progress is possible when partners listen to each other and 
have the space to adapt. The pilot’s 14-month path to disburse grants may have been longer than anticipated, but those 
grants demonstrated what is possible: local organizations addressing humanitarian needs with funding in their hands and 
accountability on their shoulders. The task now is to ensure that such an approach is not a one-off pilot but a repeatable, 
scalable model for crisis response. The recommendations aim to pave the way for that future—one where locally-led 
pooled funds and similar innovations become a mainstream part of humanitarian action, delivering aid effectively while 
empowering the communities at the center of crises.

5. CONCLUSION
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