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Part 1: MSD implementation in fragile and conflict-affected situations

Because systems thinking can be intimidating, I have always been in the pursuit of

the practical and pragmatic, and I like to draw attention to and learn from what’s

working and what’s not on the ground. I think about how to encourage teams and

individuals to accept and own the fact that we do not have the solutions to broad-

based, inclusive, and sustainable growth but rather have informed hypotheses that

need to be tested and refined over time and with data. I also consider the influence

of leadership on how staff approach and test solutions to complex development

problems. 

For this inaugural post, I spoke with Maha Hayek, the Resilient Markets Adviser for

the SEEP Network and the facilitator of its Markets in Crisis (MiC) Community of

Practice. She is also an MSD practitioner with experience designing and

implementing economic and agricultural development programs in Palestine, a

Fragile and Conflict-Affected Situation (FCAS).

In this first part of our two-part interview, I ask Maha about the opportunities and

challenges MSD practitioners face working side-by-side with humanitarian actors in

FCAS, how she adapts MSD approaches to engage with the private sector in

extraordinarily challenging contexts like the Gaza strip, and what tips she has for

managing the unpredictability inherent in fragile and conflict-affected situations.

The second part focuses on the characteristics of effective MSD leaders in FCAS.
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Do humanitarians and MSD practitioners see the same challenges

through different lenses?

What approaches have you found to be effective in spanning this

chasm between humanitarian response and development? 

In FCAS, you can’t work purely in humanitarian aid or in development

It is not easy to work in both (crisis and development) together. They are not

mutually exclusive, but integrating them depends on the situation and the time of

intervention. I was in Gaza during the 2014 war. At that time, when you are

enduring the war, the priority is to help displaced and affected people survive by

direct subsidies. I am not saying that systems and private sector engagement (PSE)

are not crucial at this stage, because they are facilitating the delivery of any aid. But

I mean the focus is on using the market systems and not developing them. When

the situation starts to settle down, you start to add recovery and development

lenses to your interventions. This is why we talk about the nexus. We are trying to

bridge the gap between the two. You can’t work purely in humanitarian or purely in

development.

Holly: yes, that resonates with the framing used by a recent policy brief on MSD in

FCAS, that humanitarian aid actors focus on addressing essential needs, while MSD

practitioners look at why essential and livelihood needs are not being met and seek

to address the root causes. Both are needed, but our different framing of the

challenge can lead to conflicts in our approaches. I think these concepts around

approaches and timing are well captured in the Market-based programming

framework.

You collaborate with other actors and use a push-pull approach

Sometimes when you're working with donors who really just care about

development and applying MSD in protracted humanitarian crises or FCAS, all you

can do is work using a facilitation approach. So you work with the private sector to

make a change in the system. But you also have to collaborate or coordinate with

other actors, including NGOs and donors, who are also working in similar areas,

though they may use more direct delivery approaches. For example, when I was

working on an agriculture development programme in the Gaza strip, we realised

that the fruit and vegetable seedlings that were circulating were ill-suited to the soil

and climate (because they were imported), and this was a major constraint affecting

the productivity of small-scale producers. We started to find and support

partnerships with nurseries to introduce a new type of seedling more adapted to the

soil and climate of the Gaza strip using a new technique, grafting. We provided

matching grants to the nurseries, so they could acquire equipment and participate

in training.
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We didn't know, however, if the farmers, due to the deteriorated economic

conditions, could pay for the seedlings. So what we did was coordinate with other

organisations who were providing direct support to small-scale farmers in the form

of a subsidy. This collaborative approach enabled the nurseries to test demand for

the seedlings and helped the small-scale farmers access improved planting material

to test it and see if it was worth the future investment.

We started by testing a hypothesis

When we started, we were trying to test a hypothesis. We wanted to test whether a

new grafting technique would succeed in producing suitable seedlings for the Gaza

Strip conditions and result in increased productivity of the small-scale producers. We

also drafted a set of assumptions. For example, we assumed that the raw inputs

would be accessible, that the knowledge would be accessible and easily picked up

by local nurseries, that the local practitioner would accept the new technique, and

that farmers would accept the new seedlings.

In the first season, we started with a pilot phase, with one nursery, one crop, and a

limited number of seedlings. We monitored the production at that season, and we

were surprised by the success of the seedlings, as they succeeded in increasing the

productivity and profitability of both farmers and nurseries. In the second season,

we partnered with two other nurseries and we expanded the production of the

seedlings from the first crop and replicated this intervention to two other crops.

However, the acceptance of the farmers to the two new crops was not at the same

level as the first one. So the scale-up phase focused on the first crop (see more

about the PMDP programme). 

In FCAS, you need to add a contingency plan to your hypotheses and

actively practice adaptive management

I was working on one consultancy in Gaza last May. Based on a number of

parameters, such as growth potential and the youth focus of the project, we

selected the value chains with the most economic and youth employment potential.

But with the outbreak of the war, there were radical changes in the business

environment. Many of the workshops and factories were destroyed, affecting many

potential targeted partners. So we are in the process of adapting our hypothesis and

exploring if the focus of the interventions should be expanded from linking the youth

with workshops and factories to supporting these establishments to restore their

production activities. Or perhaps with the new changes, other value chains may

have more potential to support the project scope of work. 

You have to always think about other scenarios and manage adaptively. And you

have to do continuous monitoring of what is happening. You are building something,

but you have to monitor all the time what is happening in the market, because the

changes could happen in a minute.
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Read Part 2 on the characteristics of effective MSD leaders in FCAS 
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