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5  Priorities, objectives and impact hypothesis

5.1  Geographical focus and target 
population

SDC/HA will be active mainly in regions reachable 
within a day’s drive from the capital Pyongyang, 
namely in the counties of North Hwanghae Prov-
ince and Kangwon Province. Other selection crite-
ria are the prevailing needs and terrestrial, agrofor-
estry-related conditions, e.g. exposure to erosion, 
needs and land pressure (see Annex 8.4 for cover-
age). A future extension of activities into the Prov-
inces South Pyongan and South Hamgyong could 
be envisaged. The primary beneficiaries are rural 
populations, children under five years, pregnant or 
lactating mothers, and particular vulnerable groups 
(i.e. people with disabilities and persons in govern-
mental care).

5.2  Domains of intervention 

In line with SDC/HA’s mandate, the strategy will 
continue to put the humanitarian concerns of the 
community at the heart of its approach, keeping it 
community-directed. On this basis, it is structured 
in two spheres of operation which correspond to 
the domains of intervention6. A first, broader sphere 
addresses the question of poverty and the resourc-
es needed to sustain the livelihood of communities, 
while a second, narrower sphere concerns itself 
with the general dignity and fortitude of individuals 
and communities.

Resulting impact statement (overall goal): 
Communities gain greater custodianship of 
available resources to secure sustainable liveli-
hoods and boost the quality of life and dignity 
of their members.

6	  Domains of intervention have not been fundamentally 
changed compared to the MTP 2012-2016, but instead experi-
ence a shift in their foci. While Food Security and WASH remain 
prominent, DRR and Protection also form an integral part of the 
overall strategic approach.

Domain 1: Restoring and managing liveli-
hood-oriented resources [themes: DRR, food se-
curity, soil protection]

Domain objective: Communities are more food 
secure and impacted less by natural hazards.

The programme titled ‘Sustainable Livelihood and 
Disaster Mitigation’ (SLDM) replaces SLM and put a 
combination of food security and DRR coupled with 
agroforestry at the centre of its activities. This repre-
sents a continuation of current operations, but with 
an inversed logic: while sustainable food security 
will remain important, DRR will cease to simply be a 
welcome by-product and instead become the prin-
ciple concern of the domain of intervention. ‘Flip-
ping’ the priorities between food security and DRR 
should increase the scope for communities and local 
authorities to work holistically towards sustaining 
the resources on which livelihoods depend.

A corollary of this approach is an emphasis on the 
importance of sustainable food production as a 
central endeavour in terms of addressing the hu-
manitarian needs of communities. Coupling this 
approach with a focus on community action and 
small-scale watershed management shall serve to 
enlarge the scope for groups and individuals to act 
more autonomously from the central state.
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Domain 2: Building and maintaining human 
sustenance7 [themes: WASH, nutrition, human 
protection]

Domain objective: The health and dignity 
of vulnerable groups and communities is im-
proved.

Sustainably managed WASH-infrastructure com-
bined with good hygiene practice forms an impor-
tant foundation for good communal health in that 
they reduce infections. Improved health raises the 
livelihood prospects of communities and their mem-
bers. Gains in this area are reinforced by geograph-
ically linking WASH with SLDM interventions and 
by strengthening the capacity and responsibility of 
local authorities to manage and maintain infrastruc-
ture. 

Meanwhile, support to the WFP with milk powder 
will be sustained in order to combat malnutrition 
among mothers and children. Boosting antenatal 
nutrition and supplementing diets during infan-
cy is an investment that pays off as these children 
will grow to become a healthier, more robust and 
more productive generation. Beyond this, in a quest 
to improve the dignity and wellbeing of vulnerable 
groups, opportunities will be sought to afford pro-
tection and support to people with disabilities as 
possibilities emerge (with a possible later shift to 
children in state care). Support will focus on working 
with state institutions to improve living conditions 
and care practices. Protection through presence and 
awareness-raising of officials who recognise their 
duty-bearing responsibilities towards the popula-
tion in general is central to the approach.

7	  ‘Sustenance’ is defined as the maintaining of someone or 
something in life or existence

5.3  Cross-cutting issues

SDC/HA is committed to applying a number of spe-
cific programming principles and considerations. 
The most significant of these cross-cutting issues 
are:

›› Gender Equality: SDC/HA is committed to 
ensuring gender equality and the empower-
ment of women in terms of selecting and tar-
geting programme beneficiaries. Every project 
and activity designed or activity supported by 
SDC/HA will be assessed through this gender 
lens8.

›› Environmental Sustainability: Environmental 
sustainability and resilience are high priorities 
in the DPRK. Not only is the country profound-
ly affected by the unintended consequences 
of intensive agricultural exploitation over the 
years as well as by climate change in a variety 
of ways, but has also signed a number of the 
UN’s environmental conventions. Many of these 
represent global public goods, with the benefit 
accruing not only in the DPRK, but well beyond.

›› Local Governance: Although communities 
are the primary target, both domains of inter-
vention do actively involve the lowest level of 
government, the so-called People’s Commit-
tees. These are critical to institutionalising good 
practice and upholding the space for communi-
ty-based initiative.

5.4  Budget allocations

Financing is projected to stay at a similar level as to-
day. A significant increase or decrease is considered 
only in the case of a material change of context and 
circumstances. The following, comparative table 
presents the domains with their thematic structure 
and the financial volumes of the current and future 
strategy (a more detailed table can be found in An-
nex 8.3).

8	  Under SLM, more than 80% of the user group members 
and leaders are women. Women are always in majority while 
participating in exchange visits. The strong and exemplary gen-
der focus established in the SLM project will continue in this 
strategy.

DOI Themes
2012–16

(in millions of CHF)

2017–2020

(in millions of CHF)

Per year

(in millions of CHF)

1 DRR Food security Soil Protection 2.50 2.50 0.63

2 WASH Nutrition Human Protection 28 (DSM) + 6.60 20 (DSM) + 7.00 5 + 1.40

Overhead and small actions 3.75 4.25 1.06

Total with milk/DSM: 40.85 33.75 8.44

Total without milk/DSM: 12.85 13.75 3.44
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6  Management of strategy implementation

6.1  Management structure and 
resources

The EAA Division of SDC/HA is responsible for 
the strategic steering of the Cooperation Strategy 
for DPRK 2017-2020, the Swiss Programme Of-
fice (SPO) in Pyongyang for the operational man-
agement, implementation and monitoring of the 
cooperation strategy. Key performance and man-
agement outputs relate to approaches and strat-
egies used for delivering results (portfolio man-
agement); risk awareness and context/scenario 
sensitivity; relationships management (external/
internal); human resources; institutional learning 
and knowledge management. The SPO in Pyong-
yang is affiliated to the Swiss Embassy in Beijing. 

The SPO Pyongyang has three resident expats (Di-
rector of Cooperation/Head of SLDM/Head of 
WASH Unit, CFPA/Head of Finance and Admin). 
They are supported by a team of Korean nation-
als: two NPOs, four support staff (Liaison Officer, 
Admin/Logistics, Finance, Interpreter) and relevant 
ancillary staff (drivers, grounds, cleaners), all being 
seconded by the Government of the DPRK.

6.2  Operational modalities and 
partners

The existing selection of modalities and instruments 
will be maintained and anchored in an Memoran-
dum of Understanding (MoU) with the government 
and its line ministries. Operationally, SDC/HA will 
continue its current three-pronged humanitarian 
approach. It will (1) continue to engage in direct 
project implementation, while (2) also working with 
bilateral programme support via multilateral or-
ganisations (multi-bi)9. (3) INGOs may be engaged 
where profiles and objects coincide with the strate-
gic orientation of the programme. As hitherto, alli-
ances with other donors will also continue.

9	  e.g. WFP for combating malnutrition and ICRC on health.

6.3  Accountability and reporting

Reporting is done on a regular basis mainly through 
quarterly situation reports (‘SitReps’), financial re-
ports (IKS, OMR) and annual reports. Furthermore, 
regular bilateral contacts with HQ and periodic field 
missions of HQ persons in charge will guarantee the 
necessary flow of information.

6.4  Monitoring and learning

Changes in the wider context are monitored peri-
odically with an annual MERV and quarterly SitReps 
being the principle instruments. Formally, the Swiss 
portfolio undergoes an annual assessment, based 
on the indicators as defined in the results frame-
works of the two domains of intervention, although 
in reality the programme management monitors 
implementation on a near-constant basis. When-
ever possible, indicators to assess and qualify Swiss 
portfolio contributions to national outputs and out-
comes will be aligned with corresponding national 
indicators, or indicators developed by the strategic 
framework of the international community and its 
partners10. Wherever feasible, all indicators will be 
monitored and reported using gender-disaggregat-
ed datasets, the caveat being that reliable data is 
difficult to procure in the context of the DPRK.

10	  Refers in particular to the already cited “Strategic Frame-
work for Cooperation between the United Nations and the 
Government of the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea 2017-
2021”
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6.5  Ensuring skills and innovation

To support the SDC/HA in technical aspects and to 
bring in outside expertise, external expert consul-
tancy support has been assigned to promote DRR 
measures, and SDC/HA’s DRR advisor has been giv-
en a backstopping mandate to track the technical 
impact. The longstanding collaboration with Centre 
for Agriculture and Biosciences International (CABI) 
and the International Centre for Research in Agro-
forestry (ICRAF) as a technical consultant to the 
SLDM programme will continue. External expertise 
in specific technical WASH related-topics will be 
sought based on specific needs. CABI will address 
the urgent need for improved know-how on Inte-
grated Pest Management in Agroforestry. These 
external expert support consultancies are important 

in their role in technical capacity building and the 
training of trainers. As in the last years, the WASH 
programme’s technical impact is being monitored 
by SDC/HA’s focal person for water resources. Final-
ly, as Protection gains greater prominence, SDC/HA 
hopes to deepen cooperation with actors already in 
the DPRK and establish new avenues of expertise.

6.6  Whole-of-Government 
approach

SDC/HA confers regularly with the Swiss Embassy 
in Beijing and the FDFA’s Political Division in Bern 
on the basis of the usual sensitivity of the political 
context.
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7  Strategic steering

7.1  Monitoring and evaluation

In step with accepted standards of results-oriented 
programme management, the strategy implemen-
tation will be monitored in different scopes (four 
different areas of observation):

›› Developments in the country’s wider context 
(i.a. political, economic and social factors / 
MERV)

›› Relevant changes at country level (i.a. 
humanitarian); country outputs and outcomes

›› Swiss portfolio outputs and outcomes per 
domain of intervention 

›› Management performance of the SPO in 
Pyongyang.

Monitoring the impact of humanitarian interven-
tions in the DPRK will remain a challenge: (1) most 
of the required reference indicators for the coun-
try’s development are mere output indicators with-
out any assessment of impact; (2) for the humani-
tarian context in general and for the two domains 
of intervention in particular, outcome indicators at 
country level are rarely defined or monitored; and 
(3) authorities are often reluctant to grant access to 
verifiable official data. In response, SDC/HA is co-
operating with UN agencies and partner ministries 
to devise proxy indicators that can be collected on 
programme sites.

An external evaluation of the programme is fore-
seen for 2018/19 and will feed into the mid-term 
review to be conducted in 2019.

7.2  Risks and context scenarios

It is reasonable to broadly assume a constancy of 
domestic circumstances until the end of the decade, 
and this is the working assumption of this strategy. 

However, two parameters that merit deeper consid-
eration are international political developments on 
the Korean peninsula and the DPRK’s general hu-
manitarian situation. While the former could trig-
ger a donor backlash that would choke funding for 
UN organisations working in the country, the latter 
might precipitate a wider scope for humanitarian 
action by forcing authorities to be more coopera-
tive.

An unlikely, but far-reaching development might 
be a withdrawal of the WFP (and with it other UN 
bodies). This would immediately deprive SDC/HA of 
the logistics to monitor the use and distribution of 
DSM, which would in effect halt deliveries. Coupled 
with competing humanitarian needs elsewhere in 
the world, this may have a negative influence on the 
funding available for milk powder.

7.3  Exit scenarios and triggers

On the basis of current knowledge and the nature 
of the ongoing activities, the programme will have 
reached what can be achieved by 2024. At this 
point, SDC/HA will have been in the country for 
more than 12 years. Considering programme life-cy-
cles, the WASH-Programme is now rapidly reaching 
maturity, and the SLDM/DRR intervention is expect-
ed to peak in terms of its efficacy by around 2020. 
That would mean that new and robust programme 
content would have to emerge for SDC/HA to re-
main much longer. Unless fundamentally new needs 
appear, or new forms of humanitarian aid can be 
delivered to vulnerable groups, this would be the 
natural time to leave the country. One such poten-
tial content on the horizon would be a comprehen-
sive Protection programme, although this is an area 
still to be explored more extensively. There may also 
be unidentified interventions which might yet come 
to be classed as ‘too good to miss’. The Programme 
should be phased out by 2024 if either of these new 
avenues fails to materialise.
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However, besides the possibility of a maximum 
runtime limitation, there are also other triggers that 
could accelerate an exit decision and lead to the 
programme being shortened. These are of course 
linked to the context developments, and according-
ly, for the most part, would be based on the more 
extreme developments. So in summary, exit triggers 
based on the abovementioned scenarios and pro-
gramme life-cycles would be:

›› DPRK authorities choke access to beneficiar-
ies to a degree that meaningful access to bene-
ficiaries and project areas become impossible;

›› Authorities do not respond positively to new 
proposals or hinder project operations (e.g. 
Protection);

›› In sufficient progress can be made in key are-
as, such as operation and maintenance issues 
(WASH), localisation, and the inability to moti-
vate duty bearing authorities to provide support 
to the most vulnerable groups in their care;

›› Operative difficulties to a degree that aid 
is no longer effective and strategic goals are 
being missed;

›› Existing activities achieve their goals and then 
decline in efficacy.

Besides the possibility of a maximum runtime limita-
tion, there are also other triggers that might hasten 
an exit. They are clearly linked to the above-men-
tionned context scenarios, as contextual events 
will condition how the programme portfolio can 
or should evolve. A mid-term review in early 2019 
will examine the exit strategy provisions and make a 
more definitive projection as to how long the pro-
gramme should run and whether any developments 
have triggered the preconditions that should lead 
to a faster exit or might alternatively warrant a pro-
gramme extension.

It is noteworthy that the same contextual develop-
ments on which the different context scenarios are 
predicated will also determine the scope for devel-
oping new programme interventions – which in turn 
will determine the length of the programme. What 
follows is a reciprocal relationship between context, 
programming opportunities and exit planning.
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