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IOM Level 3 Standard Operating Procedures – Rationale and Concept (June 2015) 

 

 
 
I. Introduction 
 
In accordance with the IOM Constitution and the IOM Strategy, the Organization is expected to 
immediately respond to the needs of migrants, IDPs and other affected populations during 
humanitarian crisis situations. IOM’s institutional commitment to improve its response to 
emergencies is reflected in various inter-agency agreements, including the 2011/2012 IASC 
Transformative Agenda (TA). The TA provides concrete actions in order for the humanitarian 
community to better respond to crises. These actions emphasize three areas for improvement: (1) 
timeliness and effectiveness of the collective response through stronger leadership; (2) coordination 
structures; and, (3) accountability to all stakeholders. 

 
As a member of the Inter-agency Standing Committee (IASC), IOM is committed to the objectives set 
out in the TA. To complement and institutionalize the TA, IOM’s Director General (DG) issued the 
Emergency Activation Procedures (EAP) in 2011; the Level 3 Standard Operating Procedures (L3 SOP) 
are an essential element of a fast-tracked response process. The purpose of the L3 SOP is to provide 
clear instructions for expedited processes that will lead to swift action while still preserving IOM’s 
accountability to affected populations, Member States, donors and humanitarian partners.  
 
The L3 SOP are to be implemented in all situations following the DG’s declaration of an L3. The SOP 
have been designed so that IOM actors involved in an L3 emergency response can obtain concrete 
guidance on roles and responsibilities. They set out a clear division of labour and action steps among 
11 sectors of an emergency response (Migration Emergency Coordinator, Cluster Coordination, 
Humanitarian Planning, Human Resources, Procurement & Logistics, Finance & Administration, NGO 
Partnerships, Resource Mobilization, Media & Communications, Information & Communication 
Technology, and Security), with fast-tracked administrative processes1, and outline responsible 
entities as well as approval/clearance guidance. For quick and easy reference, the SOP document 
includes a summary chart that provides a complete overview of each sector’s action steps.  
 
It should be noted that the L3 SOP are not exhaustive, but rather provide guidance on typical 
decisions and actions that need to be made following an L3 emergency declaration. The SOP include 
references to several documents and templates that are often used in an L3 emergency, but are not 
meant to be a comprehensive guide for general emergencies. For general emergency operation 
guidance, IOM has a separate Emergency Operations Manual (EOM) that can be referred to2. 

 
The L3 procedures and fast-tracked processes have been informed by IOM’s experience in managing 
several L3 emergencies in the last few years, and are based on lessons learned and best practices. 
The SOP are treated as a living document, and as such, the Organization will review and update them 
when needed to ensure that the content is relevant and appropriate. 

 
 
 
 

                                                      
1
 As of the writing of this guidance note, current fast tracked processes are available for procurement and legal procedures 

while other areas are being worked on.  
2
 The EOM is presently under review and a revised version is expected to be published in fall 2015. 
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II. Key Elements to L3 Protocols 
 
Emergency Categorization  
 
Properly categorizing the level of a given emergency at its onset helps to facilitate, in a timely 
manner, the appropriate organizational response and support to the challenges presented. The 
Organization’s designation of the corresponding level of emergency response is based on an internal 
assessment of several variables similar to those used by the IASC for system-wide L3 activation and 
UN agencies for internal purposes. These variables are: 
 

1. Scale: size of the affected area; number of affected or potentially affected persons; number 
of countries involved. 

2. Urgency: time criticality for life-saving interventions; magnitude of population displacement; 
intensity of armed conflict. 

3. Complexity: multi-layered emergency; multiple countries affected; multitude of actors; 
humanitarian access or lack thereof; security risks to staff. 

4. Capacity: national response capacity; weak or fragile state; IOM Country Office(s) capacity. 
5. Reputational Risk: media and public attention and visibility; Member States expectations; 

donor expectations; public and national stakeholders and partners’ perception. 
 
It is important to bear in mind that an internal L3 declaration and an IASC system-wide L3 activation, 
while closely linked, remain separate processes. Generally, within 48 hours of a large-scale sudden 
onset emergency, IASC Principals will hold an initial meeting to decide whether the context requires 
activating a Humanitarian System-Wide Level 3 Emergency. As long as each IASC agency is able to 
meet its humanitarian obligations under a system-wide L3 (mostly in relation to cluster 
responsibilities), an IASC system-wide L3 may be activated without IOM declaring an L3 for its 
internal response.3 Under this rationale, the opposite is also acceptable, whereby IOM declares an 
internal L3 emergency response, without there being an IASC system-wide L3 declared.4 

 
Country Office Emergency Response Plan  
 
At the onset of an emergency, natural or man-made, the affected IOM Country Office (CO) conducts 
an analysis of IOM needs and responsibilities on the ground, including the current programming and 
staff capacity based on the core sectors of its likely response, and in line with the Migration Crisis 
Operational Framework (MCOF)5. The CO may need to prioritize programmes based on current 
needs and put certain programs on hold (in accordance with donor agreements) as necessary. To 
guide COs with this analysis, the L3 SOP include an Emergency Response Plan (ERP) template that 
should be completed for all L3-declared emergencies, but can also be useful for any CO experiencing 
a sudden on-set emergency.  
 

                                                      
3
 To date, IOM has always declared an L3 activation when a system-wide L3 was activated.   

4
 Examples of this include the Ebola crisis response which was declared an internal L3 but was not a system-wide L3 

emergency. IOM’s response to the Yemen crisis is another example of an internal L3 declaration that has not been declared 
a system-wide emergency.  
5
 In 2012, IOM developed the MCOF to highlight the migration dimensions of crises that are frequently overlooked in crisis 

response. The MCOF was designed to complement the mandates of other agencies and existing humanitarian systems and 
development systems. The MCOF identified 15 instructive areas of priority: 1) transport assistance to affected populations; 
2) health; 3) psychosocial; 4) (re)integration; 5) community stabilization and transition; 6) disaster risk reduction; 7) land 
and property; 8) counter-trafficking and protection; 9) humanitarian border management; 10) emergency consular 
assistance; 11) diaspora and human resources mobilization; 12) migration policy and legislation support; 13) humanitarian 
communications; 14) camp management and displacement tracking; and 15) shelter and non-food items. 
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The purpose of the ERP is threefold: it helps the CO define overarching strategy considerations that 
will guide the IOM response; it provides a clear results-based plan for the CO; and lastly, it helps to 
articulate the funding requirements, taking into consideration what is available, what can be re-
programmed, and where the funding gaps lay. All of this provides a reference for the IOM CO in 
implementing for results, outlining what it intends to achieve, the targets and indicators of progress 
against which to measure, and the resources required. The SOP is also structured in a manner so 
that it helps IOM feed into and align with overarching inter-agency (IA) planning processes and tools, 
including potential IA Appeals and Cluster Response Plans. 
 
Response and Coordination Structures 
 
In view of the complexity of Level 3 processes and the scale of the response expected, the 
Organization has put in place emergency response and coordination structures to properly mobilize 
the resources needed. 
 
Within 24 hours of an L3 declaration, the DG is to appoint a Migration Emergency Coordinator 
(MEC) who will hold this position for the duration of the L3 activation and will report directly to the 
DG. The MEC is responsible for managing and overseeing the implementation of IOM’s response to 
the emergency and coordinating with the Human Resource Management (HRM) division and the 
Preparedness and Response Division (PRD) on the deployment of a Rapid Response Team (RRT) to 
the affected area(s).  
 
The exact make-up of the RRT will be determined by the MEC, keeping in mind that the RRT 
composition is flexible and based on needs on the ground, but an RRT Team Leader will always be 
appointed by the MEC. Depending on CO management capacity and expertise, and in consultation 
with the MEC and the Regional Director(s), the DG will determine the nature of reporting lines 
between RRT members, the CO, and the MEC. Any changes to the CO’s management structure, even 
if only applicable for the duration of the L3 status of the response, should be reflected in an updated 
emergency response organizational chart, a process that is led by the CO Chief of Mission (COM), 
with support by the RRT Team Leader, the RO and HQ. RRT team members are being deployed with 
specific terms of reference (TORs) that will be communicated to CO, RRT and HQ ahead of their 
deployment.   
 
An Emergency Management Team (EMT) will be established to provide support and advice to the 
MEC. Composition of the EMT should include key CO senior management and staff, to take part in 
regular conference calls remotely, the concerned Regional Director(s) and her/his RO team, relevant 
Senior Regional Advisors (SRAs), HQ Department Directors and Division Heads or their delegated 
representatives. The EMT will serve as a light and operational core team under the MEC’s authority 
to ensure effective implementation of the IOM response and a coordinated and speedy corporate 
response. 
 
Deactivation and Handover 
 
In principle, an L3 emergency will be declared for an initial period of three months, subject to further 
extensions. Where a system-wide L3 is declared, IASC Principals will meet after three months to 
review the L3 status of a response and decide whether the situation warrants further extension of 
the L3 response. Within IOM, the MEC in coordination with the Department of Operations and 
Emergencies (DOE), the COM(s) and the Regional Director(s) will make a recommendation to the DG 
to deactivate the L3 status of an emergency through an official communication that will include an 
explanation and analysis, as well as a timeframe of when to effectively introduce a phased 
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downsizing. HQ and the concerned RO(s) will work towards an ad-hoc handover strategy of the 
emergency response in the weeks prior to the official deactivation of the emergency.  
 
As of writing of this guidance note, discussions are on-going within the IASC to clarify the 
circumstances in which the L3 status may be deactivated within a reasonable timeframe from the 
initial activation of the response. These discussions are based on actual experience handling L3s 
since the introduction of this concept, a period during which the vast majority of those responses 
have taken place in conflict situations which tended to become protracted, forcing a continuation of 
L3 responses well beyond the intended 3 to 6 month period (as has been the case of the responses 
to the Syria, CAR, South Sudan and Iraq crises). A discussion on ways to clarify the conditions in 
which a L3 response may be extended beyond a 6 month period, including a review of potential 
deactivation criteria, is currently under way within the IASC. These developments at inter-agency 
level will likely affect the manner in which IOM handles this process internally. This guidance note 
and the L3 SOP will therefore be reviewed and updated in due course.  
 

 


