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Policy Brief
Enhancing Community-Led Response Response 
Systems in Emergencies and Crisis in Zimbabwe

Executive Summary

“Drawing lessons from COVID-19 and exploring ways of enhancing 

Community Systems Strengthening and Community Led Response 

during emergencies and crisis” 

H
ealth disasters and emergency 

response mechanisms employed 

globally differ due to fundamental 

differences in established response 

structures. This is regardless of the nature 

of emergencies varying from climate, 

environmental, health, or manmade 

disasters. Developing countries in the 

global south such as Zimbabwe lack both 

human and financial resources to establish 

equally efficient disaster response 

infrastructure which is readily available in 

their developed counterparts. One clear 

instance where this was quite evident was 

during the Covid-19 pandemic. Developed 

countries had the infrastructure to house 

and attempt to treat people, develop and 

distribute vaccines, as well as to reach 

hard-to-reach areas; the same could not 

be said of developing countries. Like many 

other developing countries, Zimbabwe 

lacked adequate facilities, resources, and 

systems to address the challenges 

presented by the pandemic , .  The 

pandemic however presented an 

opportunity to identify and utilise systems 

that capitalise on the resources and 

facilities available on the ground through 

community-led response systems. This 

policy brief will explore the researched role 

and impact of community-led response 

systems during emergencies and crises. It 

will also assess the impact of already 

existing community-led structures based 

on evidence from the recently implemented 

GIZ Backup Health project, and identify the 

opportunities that are created by 

strengthening community-led systems in a 

developing country such as Zimbabwe in 

particular relation to health systems.
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Introduction

The purpose of this brief is to foster 

strengthened emergency response 

systems in Zimbabwe by challenging the 

underutilisation of community-led systems 

based on the lessons learnt from COVID-

19 experiences. Community systems are 

community-led structures and 

mechanisms through which community 

members and community-based groups 

interact, coordinate and deliver their 

responses to the challenges and needs 

affecting their communities . Many 

community systems are small-scale or 

informal, commonly referred to as 

Community-Based Organisations (CBOs).  

The role of community systems is 

significant and urgent, particularly in 

underdeveloped countries . Community-

led systems provide readily accessible, 

less costly access to emergency response 

support, promote ownership and 

development of locally led solutions, and 

have a direct impact on the success and 

sustainability of programmes . This ranges 

from access to information, to access to 

goods and services.

The National Association of Non-

Governmental Organisations (NANGO) in 

January 2022 commenced the 

implementation of a project aimed at 

“enhancing the CSOs coordination and 

capacity for health systems 

strengthening” under the BACKUP 

Health Project with support from GIZ. The 

BACKUP Health project is an initiative 

targeted at providing technical assistance 

to public and civil society partners in 

implementing and coordinating funds from 

international financing mechanisms, with 

the main focus being on the Global Fund 

to Fight AIDS, Tuberculosis, and Malaria 

(GFATM). Its main objective is to increase 

the capacity of government and Civil 

Society Organisations (CSOs) to use 

global financing effectively to strengthen 

their health systems. Under this project, 

NANGO identified amongst its members, 

CBOs who have been engaged as 

implementing partners using a community-

based monitoring approach. A standard 

framework was developed with 

standardised tools of data collection which 

are analysed to identify advocacy priorities 

on the impact of GF support in Zimbabwe 

for health systems strengthening. The 

input from these implementing CBOs 

informed the contents of this brief 

alongside other research methodologies 

especially desk review and secondary 

data analysis. The key findings and 

monitoring observations gathered through 

this project have largely informed and 

supported the position that the use of 

community systems and structures is key 

to elevating the effectiveness of 

emergency response in developing 

countries. This is not only important in 

times of emergencies and crisis, but as a 

standard tool for resilient and sustainable 

systems for health. Community-led 

systems are however underutilised and 
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therefore require strengthening . 

Community Systems Strengthening (CSS) 

is a process of enhancing the roles of key 

populations, community actors, community 

organisations, and community networks, in 

the design, delivery, monitoring, and 

evaluation of activities aimed at improving 

service delivery from a community level . 

Community-led systems involve a broad 

range of actors, including community health 

workers, community champions and 

cadres, paralegals, chiefs and headmen, 

neighbourhood networks and grassroots-

based Civil Society Organisations (CSOs), 

and even the private sector. Strengthening 

the capacity and coordination of these 

various actors enables them to contribute 

as partners alongside other formal actors to 

the long-term sustainability of interventions 

at the ground level. Under the GIZ Backup 

Heath project, the community systems 

strengthening initiative aimed to monitor, 

evaluate and document gaps, impacts, and 

good practices on community systems 

strengthening with a strong focus on CSS 

modules under the GF Funding Cycle 6 in 

Zimbabwe. CSS initiatives can therefore be 

specific to a cause or issue. CSS can focus 

on a specific need of that community-led 

structure, and this has traditionally ranged 

from building human capacity to providing 

financial resources to establish and 

maintain smaller grassroots organisations, 

with the overall aim being to enable 

communities and community actors to play 

a full and effective role alongside other 

emergency response systems . 

Purpose and General 
Intent of the Policy Brief

This policy brief will attempt to address the following: 

· Spotlight the significance of community-led systems in emergencies and crises

· To draw lessons from disaster responses in previous crises such as COVID-19 and 

cyclones

· Proffer key policy, structural and implementation-related recommendations for better 

preparedness and response mechanisms in the future.

Methodology

This brief is based on information gathered 

through three methods.

The first method included the use of 

information gathered by monitors from 

CBOs. A total of 70 monitors seconded by 

the implementing partners have been 

engaged and trained on community-based 

mon i t o r i ng .  These  mon i t o r s  t hen 

administered at least eight questionnaires 

and community scorecards to community 

members in their districts of 
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operation each quarter. The questions were 

intended to assess different aspects of 

service provision concerning GFATM 

including assessing the significance of the 

role of community-led structures and CBOs 

in service provision and disaster response 

m e c h a n i s m s .  T h e  m o n i t o r s  a l s o 

participated in quarterly feedback meetings 

in each region where they provided 

feedback regarding their experiences. 

Information was also gathered from 

engagement meetings with Health Centre 

Committees who were engaged each 

quarter in each region to also supplement 

and corroborate the feedback from the 

monitors.

The second method of information 

gathering was based on lessons learnt from 

observations over time. These were 

lessons learn t  f rom the response 

mechanisms employed both during and 

after Covid-19, as well as the overall 

emergency response strategies employed 

in Zimbabwe regularly.

Finally, this policy brief employed the use of 

data captured from an extensive desk 

review of literature on disaster response 

mechanisms in the country over the years 

and literature produced and shared by 

NANGO members. 

C o m m u n i t y - b a s e d  o r g a n i s a t i o n s , 

networks, and structures have a unique 

ability to interact directly with affected 

communities, react quickly to community 

needs and issues, and engage with the 

affected and vulnerable groups . Beyond 

increased community engagement, 

community-based response systems allow 

for meaningful involvement as actors as 

well as recipients in health care, advocacy, 

health literacy, health monitoring, and wider 

responses to other crises and pandemics. 

Th e y  p r o v i d e  p l a t f o r m s  t o  s e r v e 

communities directly, they provide real-time 

responses in emergencies, and therefore 

they have a real opportunity to influence 

programming and policy environments. 

This direct access to communities and 

information, if strengthened through proper 

r e c o g n i t i o n ,  c o o r d i n a t i o n ,  a n d 

documentation, can be utilised to influence 

the distribution of aid and other services 

such as medication in times of crisis. The 

Global Fund's new strategy (2023 – 2028) 

places communities at the centre of the 

disease response if we are to end AIDS by 

2030. Scientific studies by UNAIDS have 

warned countries not to risk reversing the 

gains recorded on HIV Response by leaving 

the communities behind. The UNAIDS fast 

track targets of 95-95-95 cannot be 

achieved without community systems 

strengthening which has proved to make a 

difference over time. 

Why Community-Led Systems? The Rationale.
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Most significantly, strengthened community systems can serve as a transitional plan as civil 

society looks to adjust from being a donor-reliant sector to being domestically funded. This is 

key in light of the program essentials now introduced by Global Fund under the New Funding 

Model (NFM) 4. One of the key program essential shifts in transition is where countries are 

encouraged to think about the sustainability of interventions beyond the GF support. Currently, 

Zimbabwe is yet to meet the 15% Abuja Declaration requirement as it relates to health financing 

through the national budget . Zimbabwe's health sector is traditionally primarily financed by 

partners, with over 50% of funds in the health sector being reported to have been supported by 

external partners from 2016 to 2020. In 2021, 58% of health financing was domestic, most likely 

due to the reduction of health funding to developing countries since the onset of the Covid-19 

pandemic  . Moreover, the socio-economic state of the country does not allow for a regular 

citizen to have medical aid. The result is that the majority of people pay out of pocket for their 

health needs  . The strengthening of community-led systems ensures that an accessible and 

sustainable system of providing health solutions and disaster response mechanisms is in place. 

Drawing Lessons from the
Covid-19 Response Mechanisms

Globally, financing partners are shifting towards strengthening community-led disaster 

response systems to respond to the varying emergencies from cyclones and tropical storms, to 

pandemics. In Zimbabwe, World Vision in partnership with two other organisations is 

implementing a €2.7 million project with support from ECHO titled  'Strengthening Community-

Led Actions on Education and Disaster Preparedness', also known as SCALE-DP project  ;  and  

the EU in 2022 allocated €1.5 million to CARE international Zimbabwe to strengthen disaster 

preparedness structures and systems in Zimbabwe  . In the health sector, the new Global Fund 

strategy for example aims to support community-led structures and responses. The Global 

Fund supports CSS as an essential part of Resilient and Sustainable Systems for Health and as 

a vital element of responses to HIV, TB, and malaria  . Response to the pandemic required the 

use of social distancing measures that inhibited the employment of regular response systems. 

9 UNICEF 2021 Health Budget Brief  page 5https://www.unicef.org/esa/media/10211/file/UNICEF-Zimbabwe-2021-Health-Budget-Brief.pdf

 ibid page 10
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slammed/ accessed 03 February 2023
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2023
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Lockdowns restricted movements and 

create environments conducive to violation 

of human rights, inaccessibility of services, 

and misinformation. At the height of the 

Covid-19 pandemic, community structures 

were best suited to ensure continued 

service delivery, particularly within the 

health sector, for example, to avoid 

defau l t ing  wi th in  the HIV -pos i t ive 

community. The need for strengthened 

community-led response systems in the 

sector is therefore evident. 

Lessons Leant Around Community-led 
Systems During the Pandemic and 
Based on the Outcome From the 
BACKUP Health Project

Information Dissemination and Effective Communication – 

· The Ministry of Health could have leveraged real-time data and information gathering, 

and published or received accurate community-based data and feedback through 

community structures. For example, the Ministry published daily statistics of infections 

and covid related deaths; statistics which however failed to capture home-based deaths 

or infection rates of those who failed to go to the hospitals for various reasons 

· Rumour harvesting, conspiracy theories, and misinformation could have been 

addressed if there was the adoption of a top-down approach, and linkages between 

mainstream response structures and trusted community-based actors/CBOs capable of 

disseminating correct information through locally accessible means

· Community networks could have been utilised to tackle contradictory messages, 

promote quicker vaccine uptake, and provide feedback on the efficiency of the response 

mechanisms in place, particularly in hard-to-reach areas.

Community Engagement and Involvement in the Response – 

· Dialogue with communities about disaster communication and information increases 

community ownership, engagement, dissemination, and action. 

· It also encourages participation in the development, implementation, and oversight of 

public systems and policies such as those relating to health targeted under the GIZ 

Backup health project for more efficient and accountable programming.

· When communities are inactive in their participation, those in positions of power may 

take advantage and corruption ensues. An illustration of this can be found within the 

Open Budget Survey (OBS) where shortcuts to implementation were adopted because 

communities were inactive.
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Explore Home Grown Solutions and local remedies strategies – 

· Strengthened community-led systems are a more sustainable disaster response 

mechanism for developing countries; they are capable of accelerating the shift away 

from donor funding to domestically supported systems as they primarily utilise human 

and social capital already in place.

· Communities are better placed to suggest solutions suited to their community's needs 

and way of life. Oftentimes, responses to emergencies are geographically blind. 

Through strengthened engagement with community structures such as CBOs and 

community health workers, instances of drug stock-outs in one area, whilst another 

faces the threat of extra drugs expiring for example, can be avoided. 

· Communities need ongoing support to build and maintain momentum and continue to 

expand the inclusion of those at the margins. More effective community engagement 

and stronger partnerships between communities and mainstream actors are essential to 

building enabling environments to scale up effective responses by community-led 

structures. 

Easy coordination of efforts and frontline responders for decision-making – 

· Coordination and reach of all response systems can be faster and easier with the advent 

of technology. This has also meant that the spread of fake news and incorrect 

information is faster and requires diligent management through the coordination of 

community-based systems.

· Failure to formulate coordinating central mechanisms that inform community-led actions 

to tackle the pandemic, cyclones, and other emergencies has often resulted in 

geographically blind responses.

Recommendations to Key 
Actors for the Strengthening 
of Community-Led Actions

To strengthen community-led response systems not only in the health sector but as a whole; the 

following are some of the policy recommendations from the monitors, observations, and 

literature used to develop this brief:

Recommendations to development partners:

· Strengthening Community-led response mechanisms requires financial and human 

resource commitments from both development partners and local government to 

develop and/or strengthen the community-based structures and organisations already 

in place. This could range from providing capacity building of community cadres to the 

Policy Brief
Enhancing Community-Led Response Response 
Systems in Emergencies and Crisis in Zimbabwe

BACKUP HEALTH Project                                          07     National Association of Non-Governmental Organisations



    development and implementation of institutional policies around good governance and 

accountability to affected populations by CBOs. This investment will ensure access to 

readily available human resources, social capital, and evidence-based data to inform 

programming in times of crisis. 

· Capacity building of CBOs and other community-based structures should be prioritised. 

One gap noted under the GIZ project was that some Health Centre Committees were 

unaware of their roles and responsibilities in ensuring accountability and good 

governance within local health facilities as they never received orientation; they, 

therefore, were not executing their role sufficiently as a community-based structure.

· Community-based organisations are rich in experience and close to communities but 

they often have very limited financial resources, and outdated or no infrastructure. There 

is a need to invest in tools of the trade such as phones, tablets, and online systems for 

data collection. 

Recommendations to Civil Society Organisations:

· CSOs to capitalise on technological advancements and develop centralised systems to 

coordinate timeous, evidence-based community-led actions and responses, and 

capture community-based data to inform decision-making at government and funding 

levels.

· CBOs must adopt governance systems that promote accountability, transparency, and 

international best practices when implementing disaster response strategies. This can 

be through receiving institutional strengthening on policies that promote greater 

accountability to affected persons in times of crisis. 

· Communities to be encouraged to improve on participation in community-led response 

mechanisms and to demand greater accountability from the government on the 

utilisation of resources allocated for disaster responses.

Recommendations to the government:

· There should be a change in attitude by emergency management agencies, first 

responders, and the government towards increased reliance and utilisation of 

community-based actors to capture real-time responses, provide real-time data and 

provide information and feedback to base disaster response decisions on. 

· There should be mechanisms for improved accountability to affected populations within 

humanitarian standards to foster greater transparency and accountability in times of 

crisis. 

· Monitors under the BACKUP Health project suggested that the government should 

ensure an enabling environment for the functioning of community-based response 

systems through properly and sustainably incentivising community structures/actors 

who complement the efforts of the government such as the Ministry of Social Welfare's 
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      trained paralegals and community health workers who follow up with defaulting patients, 

conduct home-based care, and capture and document data during emergencies. This 

will ensure a steady flow of information, availability of manpower during emergencies, 

and the maintenance of a motivation to take part in emergency response systems. 

Conclusion

In conclusion, strengthening community-led systems ensures the development of sustainable 

disaster response systems in developing countries, particularly health response systems. 

Community systems strengthening will promote the development of informed, capable, and 

coordinated community-led response systems, engaged CBOs, and community members, and 

ultimately improve the outcomes and effectiveness of disaster response structures.
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