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I. Overview 
  
This narrative report covers the activities of the OCHA Centre for Humanitarian Data during the 
period 1 July through 31 Dec 2020. This 6-month period marks the start of a new three-year 
business plan (July 2020 - June 2023).  
 
Significant achievements during the reporting period included: 

● Record demand for the Humanitarian Data Exchange (HDX) with over 1.3 million people 
using the platform in 2020 (compared to 600,000 people in 2019). 

● Development of the COVID-19 Data Explorer which brings together 60 datasets from 20 
sources across 63 countries to help decision makers prioritize assistance.  

● Provided technical support for model validation and trigger design for anticipatory action 
frameworks in Bangladesh, Somalia, Ethiopia, and Malawi.  

● Published four data responsibility guidance notes and submitted finalized Operational 
Guidance on Data Responsibility in Humanitarian Action to the IASC secretariat for 
endorsement. 

● Developed a learning module on conducting disclosure risk assessment to support 
partners in de-risking data before sharing it publicly on HDX. 

● Operationalized the Centre’s Peer Review Framework for Predictive Analytics and 
assessed the Danish Refugee Council’s Foresight model on forced displacement. 

● Initiated a new project with USAID to refine an IATI COVID-19 finance tracker. 
● Fundraised $1.39 million against our three-year business plan (details below). 

 
In addition to the $6.3 million grant from the Netherlands, the Centre mobilized financial support 
from the following partners:  

● Germany in the amount of $1,014,358 for anticipatory action over two years. 
● The UK through IMC Worldwide for $39,474 for COVID-19 modeling 
● Belgium for $117,371 for COVID-19 modeling 
● USAID for $214,537 for IATI COVID-19 tool development.  

 
Details on the substantive work of the Centre are provided below. 
  
II. Objectives and Key Results 
  
The mission of the Centre remains to increase the use and impact of data in humanitarian 
response. Our vision is to create a future where all people involved in a humanitarian crisis have 
access to the data they need, when and how they need it, to make responsible and informed 
decisions. The Centre’s operations are organized around four workstreams : data services, data 1

responsibility, data literacy, and predictive analytics. Together, the workstreams contribute to 
the Centre’s four objectives:  
 

1. Increase the availability of data for humanitarian response. 
2. Increase the trust and cooperation across organizations sharing humanitarian data.  
3. Increase the capability of people to work with humanitarian data.  
4. Increase the use of predictive models for anticipatory action. 

1 The initial business plan included a workstream for network engagement which has been subsumed 
under enabling functions. We have renamed the workstream for data policy to data responsibility in order 
to better express our focus. Our predictive analytics work, which began in September 2019, is now 
officially a workstream. 
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These workstreams are supported by a number of enabling functions such as management, 
partnerships, and communication; our field personnel in Nairobi, Dakar, and Jakarta; and our 
Data Fellows Programme.  
  
A. Data Services 
The Humanitarian Data Exchange 
The Centre’s data services work includes management of HDX and increasing the use of data 
standards, including HXL and IATI. Over the six-month reporting period, the average number of 
unique users per month decreased by 14.3%, from 117,518 to 100,696; the total number of 
datasets downloaded decreased by 30.3%, from 1,266,901 (January - June 2020 total) to 
883,422 (July – December 2020). The drop in users and downloads is not surprising since we 
encountered a spike in users during the first half of the year (see chart below). During 2020, 
HDX saw record growth with over 1.3 million people using the platform (compared to 600,000 
people in 2019) and over 2.2 million datasets downloads (compared to 930,000 in 2019). The 
most popular datasets were related to the COVID-19 pandemic. 
 

 
 
The number of datasets decreased about 9% from 20,170 datasets at the end of June to 18,197 
by the end of December. This is mainly due to UNHCR consolidating many of their datasets and 
also some regular maintenance carried out by the HDX team. Looking at the whole year, the 
overall number of datasets grew by 5.14% from January to December 2020. 

 
Eleven new organizations joined the platform in the last half of 2020, bringing the total number 
of organizations on HDX to 340 by December. Together, all organizations added 886 new 
datasets for the period. At the time of writing this report, the World Bank, Humanitarian 
OpenStreetMap Team (HOT), and WorldPop are the most active organizations on the platform 
with 4569, 3627, and 1068 datasets added respectively. 
 
Data shared through HDX was used to create custom visuals such as the COVID-19 Data 
Explorer. OCHA management was looking for a way to focus specifically on the countries 
included in the COVID-19 Global Humanitarian Response Plan, which was launched in April 
2020. The request was to bring together data related to underlying vulnerability and 
socio-economic risk as well as the level of humanitarian and international financing going 
towards the response. 
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During the reporting period, we began drafting the second edition of The State of Open 
Humanitarian Data (the report was published in February 2021). The report uses HDX as a 
proxy for measuring data activity and availability on a global scale. This is done through the 
Data Grids, which bring together a limited set of foundational datasets within six comparable 
categories. At the end of 2020, we estimated that 50% percent of relevant, complete crisis data 
was available across 27 humanitarian operations. 
 
The International Aid Transparency Initiative (IATI)  
In November we concluded the IATI-Financial Tracking System (FTS) pilot, which aimed to 
automate the flow of data from donor and humanitarian organisations by using the IATI standard 
to report financial contributions to FTS. After over two and a half years working with seven 
organizations much was learned but there was limited progress in the overall goal of 
automation. Only OCHA’s Country-based Pooled Funds achieved partial automation, meaning 
data is published in the IATI format but the FTS team still finalises this data manually. A final 
report on the pilot provides an overview of the Centre’s activities, key findings, and our 
recommendations on how OCHA and FTS can further advance this work in the years to come. 
Starting in November, we began working to improve a prototype IATI COVID-19 financing tool in 
order to improve its usability and to analyze the data made available from IATI publishers.  
 
B. Data Responsibility 
The Centre’s data responsibility work is focused on providing direct field support and developing 
guidelines for how OCHA manages data responsibly in humanitarian crises. Supported by the 
grant from DG ECHO, the management of sensitive data on HDX was improved through the 
development of a process to de-risk humanitarian data before it is shared. This includes a 
rigorous quality assurance process for datasets uploaded to HDX as well as the application of 
an algorithm that predicts the likelihood that a dataset may contain sensitive data. An online 
learning path was developed to help partners conduct disclosure risk assessments. 
 
The final four of the eight-part guidance notes series  were published during the reporting 2

period:  
1. Data Impact Assessments 
2. Data Responsibility in Cash and Voucher Assistance 
3. Responsible Data Sharing with Donors 
4. Responsible Approaches to Data Sharing 

 

2 The full guidance note series can be found here. 
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The Centre concluded a yearlong process for developing joint, system-wide operational 
guidance for data responsibility with IOM and UNHCR as co-leads under IASC Results Group 1. 
This system-wide guidance, which is a first, will ensure concrete steps for data responsibility in 
all phases of humanitarian action. It is the result of an inclusive and consultative process, 
involving more than 250 stakeholders from the humanitarian sector. The finalized Operational 
Guidance on Data Responsibility in Humanitarian Action was submitted for formal review and 
consideration for endorsement by the Operational Policy and Advocacy Group (OPAG) in 
December. 
 
During the reporting period, the data responsibility team continued to support field colleagues             
with the adoption of data responsibility guidance. This support included the adoption of a data               
sharing protocol by the Humanitarian Country Team in Afghanistan, a data responsibility training             
delivered to the Cash and Markets Working Group in Nigeria, an information sharing protocol              
drafted for the IDP Working Group in Somalia, and implementation of a response-wide             
information sharing protocol in Yemen.  
 
C. Data Literacy 
The Centre’s data literacy workstream involves developing a data literacy curriculum, learning 
resources and delivering training events. With in-person training on hold because of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, online learning continued to be the focus. The learning path on disclosure 
risk assessment was released in December and provides video instruction and step-by-step 
guidance to support the safe, ethical and effective use of microdata in humanitarian response. 
We are developing additional learning modules on the HXL standard, mapping, and data 
analysis that will be launched in the next reporting period (Jan-June 2021).  
 

 
 
During the reporting period, over 900 people accessed the Centre’s learning resources which 
include the QuickTips for Visualisaing Data (in French and English), a glossary of data terms, 
and the guidance on disclosure risk assessment. We also delivered a training on data 
responsibility in cash and voucher assistance for the Cash Working Group in Nigeria in 
November.  
 
D. Predictive Analytics 
The Centre’s predictive analytics workstream focuses on model development and quality 
assurance of partner models through validation and a peer review process. During the reporting 
period, the Centre’s Peer Review Framework for Predictive Analytics was used to assess the 
Danish Refugee Council Foresight model which uses data from 18 sources to predict forced 
displacement of internally displaced people and refugees in Afghanistan, Myanmar and the 
Sahel. The review of the model was completed in August with the publication of the Model Card 
and Model Evaluation Matrix. We also began a review of a Mobile Network Operator model by 
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the Digital Impact Alliance for Malawi, which aims to help inform the placement of health 
facilities. 
 
We also engaged with epidemiologists from the World Health Organization to review the 
OCHA-Bucky model for COVID-19 spread and mitigation in humanitarian crises which was 
developed in collaboration with Johns Hopkins University Applied Physics Laboratory. The 
OCHA-Bucky model was publicly released in October 2020.  
 

 
 
We provided scenario planning and modeling support for a number of response contexts. This 
included bi-weekly reports for six OCHA offices related to projections of COVID-19 cases, 
deaths and hospitalizations using the OCHA-Bucky model. And we finalized projections and 
worst-case scenarios in collaboration with OCHA offices in Somalia, Haiti and Colombia as part 
of the humanitarian response plan. We validated models considered for anticipatory action 
funded by the CERF for  drought-related food insecurity in Somalia, Ethiopia and Malawi, and 
flood forecasting in Bangladesh. 
 
E. Enabling Functions: Partnerships and Communications 
The Centre collaborates with dozens of humanitarian organizations and private sector partners 
through information sharing, implementation of joint projects, and staff secondments. During the 
reporting period we continued to grow the Centre’s network of partners, from those sharing data 
through HDX to those developing predictive models.  
 
In terms of events, we co-organized a High-Level Event on Data Responsibility with DG ECHO               
which included remarks by the OCHA Assistant Secretary-General and the Deputy-Director from            
ECHO. We also organized an event with The Rockefeller Foundation to release the code for the                
OCHA-Bucky model, which drew in 645 participants (and currently has 885 views on YouTube).              
In September, in partnership with the Government of Switzerland and the ICRC, we launched              
the Humanitarian Data and Trust Initiative (HDTI). The HDTI explores how humanitarian            
organizations, states, civil society, academia and the private sector can maximize the benefits of              
technology and humanitarian data while minimizing the risks of doing harm. Our partnerships             
with Johns Hopkins University Applied Physics Laboratory and The Rockefeller foundation were            
instrumental in creating the technical capacity and ensuring the financial resources to have an              
impact with our modeling work. 
 
Through continued support from a staff secondment to the Centre, IOM is making it easier for its 
field staff to share data through HDX and is increasing the interoperability of their displacement 
monitoring data (DTM) by using the HXL data standard. IOM DTM data was downloaded 52,170 
times from July to December 2020 and 91 new DTM assessments were shared on HDX 
bringing the total number of DTM resources to 1,231. 
 
We published 18 blogs and an impact story about the work of the Centre. Highlights include: 

● COVID-19 Data Explorer: What’s Included And How We Built It 
● Introducing the Humanitarian Data and Trust Initiative 
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● Community Q&A: ACAPS 
● Community Q&A: WorldPop 
● HDX Case Study 
● Reviewing the Danish Refugee Council’s Foresight Model 
● OCHA-Bucky: A COVID-19 Model To Inform Humanitarian Operations 
● Outcomes From Wilton Park Dialogue On Responsible Data Sharing With Donors 
● Learn How To Conduct A Disclosure Risk Assessment 
● Data Fellows Blogs: 

○ Data Environment Mapping To Assess The Mosaic Effect 
○ Building A Data Story For The World’s Worst Humanitarian Crisis 
○ Research Findings On Predictive Analytics For Anticipatory Action 

 
III. Centre Results Framework 
  
The Centre’s Results Framework was included in our new 2020-2023 Business Plan. It includes 
four objectives and eight results. We have since slightly revised the language for Result 4(b) 
under Objective 4 (Predictive Analytics). Result 4(b) used to read: Scenarios with projections 
are included in 80% of HNOs, but this did not take into account the extent to which the Centre 
supports country offices with model projections for non-HRP/HNO locations such as our work on 
the CERF anticipatory action pilots and COVID-19 modeling. Result 4(b) now reads: Scenario 
planning and modeling support provided in 25 humanitarian contexts by the end of year three. 
 
The table below includes the baseline measurements and the results achieved from 1 July to 31 
December 2020, which is the start of our new results framework (July 2020 - June 2023).  
 

 
Page 6 of 7 

 
Baseline 
(30 Jun 
2020) 

Q3 (Jul-Sep 2020) Q4  (Oct-Dec 2020) 

Objective 1 (Data Services): Increase the availability of data for humanitarian response 

1(a). 25% increase in unique 
users on HDX annually 

63,672 95,474 (users per mo/3 mo 
average) 

118,023 (users per mo/3 mo 
average) 

Target 67,652 71,631 

1(b). Data grids 80% complete 
for all HRP locations 

54% 44% (27 locations) 51% (27 locations) 

Target 58% 62% 

Objective 2 (Data Responsibility): Increase the trust and cooperation across organizations sharing 
humanitarian data 

2(a). Data responsibility 
guidance adopted by 80% of 
OCHA offices 

11.4% 

10/35 offices = 28.57%; 
Guidance note 5 published; 

IASC guidance in review 
process, country office 

support 

10/35 offices = 28.57%; 
Guidance notes 6,7, and 8 
published; IASC guidance 

submitted for endorsement; 
support to Afghanistan, 

Nigeria, Somalia, Yemen. 

Target 20% 25% 

2(b). Prevent personal or 
sensitive data from being 
shared on HDX 

0 
6 sensitive datasets added to 

HDX, all above the 3% 
threshold 

4 sensitive datasets added to 
HDX, all above the 3% 

threshold 

Target 0 0 

Objective 3 (Data Literacy): Increase the capability of people to work with humanitarian data 

3(a). Data literacy training 
delivered to 200 people by the 
end of year three 

0  0  (no in-person training 
planned due to COVID-19) 

0  (no in-person training 
planned due to COVID-19) 

Target 0 20 

3(b). Data literacy capacity 
building material accessed by 

0 393 people accessed materials 902 people (cumulative) 
accessed materials 

https://centre.humdata.org/community-qa-acaps/
https://centre.humdata.org/community-qa-worldpop/
https://centre.humdata.org/hdx-case-study/
https://centre.humdata.org/reviewing-the-danish-refugee-councils-foresight-model/
https://centre.humdata.org/ocha-bucky-a-covid-19-model-to-inform-humanitarian-operations/
https://centre.humdata.org/outcomes-from-wilton-park-dialogue-on-responsible-data-sharing-with-donors/
https://centre.humdata.org/learn-how-to-conduct-a-disclosure-risk-assessment/
https://centre.humdata.org/data-environment-mapping-to-assess-the-mosaic-effect/
https://centre.humdata.org/building-a-data-story-for-the-worlds-worst-humanitarian-crisis/
https://centre.humdata.org/research-findings-on-predictive-analytics-for-anticipatory-action/


                                                                                

 
IV. Challenges 
 
The Centre’s 2020-2023 business plan requires $10.6 million in project costs over three years to 
implement, or $3.54 million per year. Even with the successful fundraising efforts over the 
reporting period, we still have a projected shortfall of $1.8 million for year three. These funds will 
need to be raised by mid 2022 to prevent an impact on our work.  
 
While we were able to adjust to developing online learning modules, there is no substitute for 
in-person training. Uncertainty remains around conducting a second Data Literacy Foundations 
Programme. Similarly, travel restrictions have halted our ability to conduct field missions. 
Although we have maintained our field support across workstreams, lack of travel and in-person 
meetings makes it more difficult to provide the same type of support. 
  
V. Conclusion 
 
The Centre had a successful first six months into its second phase of operations. We saw 
steady progress across all workstreams. In the next six months our priorities include: 

● Continuing to maintain the HDX platform, with particular focus on closing data gaps. We 
will further refine the data security process on HDX and support partners to assess and 
de-risk data before sharing.  

● We will finalize OCHA’s Data Responsibility Guidelines. We will work with partners to 
implement the endorsed IASC Operational Guidance on Data Responsibility in 
Humanitarian Action.  

● We will develop online learning modules on the HXL standard, mapping, and data 
analysis.  

● We will support OCHA offices with modeling and forecasts and provide technical support 
for the CERF anticipatory action frameworks.  

● We will also extend the OCHA-Bucky model to look at the secondary impacts of 
COVID-19 on infectious diseases such as cholera, malaria and measles. We will track 
data on vaccine distribution for possible inclusion in the model.  

 

3 Baseline: HNO Somalia, HNO Yemen, AA Somalia, AA Bangladesh 
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6,000 people by the end of year 
three 

Target 500 1,000 

Objective 4 (Predictive Analytics): Increase the use of predictive models for anticipatory action 

4(a). Twelve predictive models 
developed by partners are 
taken through the Centre’s peer 
review process by the end of 
year three 

0 1 (DRC Foresight) 2 (+DIAL Mobile Operator 
Model) 

Target 1 2 

4(b). Scenario planning and 
modeling support provided in 
25 humanitarian contexts by the 
end of year three 

4/25=16% 

9/25 contexts (36%): 
4 baseline  + Ongoing support 3

to Somalia, Colombia, Haiti + 
AA Ethiopia and Bangladesh 

(+5) 

16/25 contexts (64%): 
+6 COVID model countries + 

AA Malawi (+7) 

Target 8.7% 13.0% 


