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Introduction 

At the CERF Advisory Group meeting in October 2018, the Group requested a session at the Group’s next 

meeting on CERF processes in place for communicating matters related to potential fraudulent use of CERF 

funds to donors and on recipient agencies’ efforts to report on potential cases. In preparation for this 

session the CERF secretariat has reached out to recipient agencies seeking additional information about 

their fraud identification and reporting processes and challenges related hereto. The CERF secretariat has 

also invited the Inspector Generals from FAO and WFP to present to the CERF Advisory Group the efforts 

made by the agencies to identify and report cases of potential fraud with CERF funding.  This note outlines 

the history of fraud communication procedures related to CERF, summarizes CERF-related fraud 

investigations reported by agencies to date and provides highlights of information provided by agencies 

related to their fraud management processes. 
 

Background 

At its meeting in November 2014, the CERF Advisory Group discussed the mechanisms and processes in 

place to deal with cases of potential fraudulent practice in the use of CERF funds. The Group reiterated 

that fraud poses a serious risk to humanitarian action, and to the reputation of CERF and the United 

Nations. The Group reaffirmed that fraud related to CERF funds should continue to be treated in 

accordance with the existing oversight rules and mechanisms of the recipient agencies. This is in line with 

the CERF umbrella Letter of Understanding (LoU) between agencies and OCHA that stipulates that 

recipient organizations shall be responsible for the financial oversight of CERF grants, including those funds 

disbursed to their implementing partners. 

 

The Group, however, also suggested that the CERF secretariat has a responsibility to inform CERF’s donors 

about potential cases of fraud with CERF funds. Accordingly, the CERF secretariat, in consultation with 

agencies, developed guidelines for sharing fraud-related information between agencies, the CERF 

secretariat and CERF’s donors entitled “Communication on Fraudulent Use of CERF Funds”. This note was 

presented to the CERF Advisory Group and endorsed at its meeting in May 2015 (click here to access the 

document). With the guidelines, all agencies committed to informing the CERF secretariat in the event 

that an investigation into possible fraudulent use of CERF funds under a project supported by CERF is 

opened.  

 

Since then, the CERF secretariat has proactively reminded recipient agencies twice a year about this 

responsibility and shared reported information with CERF’s donors. In each Advisory Group meeting, the 

CERF secretariat has provided an update on new cases, as well as regarding ongoing investigations.  

 

Summary of Reported Fraud Investigations   

Since 2015 when the new guidance was operationalized, recipient UN agencies have reported twelve 

investigations into potential cases of fraud with CERF funds, which CERF has communicated to donors as 

soon as information was received. At the conclusion of agencies’ investigations, it was found that in over 

half of these twelve cases, the reported allegations have turned out to be unsubstantiated or without a 

loss of CERF funds. Therefore, the accumulated loss sustained by CERF through confirmed cases of fraud 

involving CERF funds since 2015 is estimated to be US$108,095 (for an overview of all fraud cases please 

refer to the handout to be shared during the Advisory Group meeting).  
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Agency Feedback on Identifying and Reporting Potential Fraud Cases  

Since 2015, when systematic fraud outreach was initiated, a total of US$2.14 billion has been allocated by 

CERF. Considering this, and the relatively low number of potential cases of fraud reported to CERF, the 

Advisory Group expressed concern about the risk of underreporting by the agencies. Therefore, in 

preparation for the June 2019 CERF Advisory Group meeting, the CERF secretariat consulted agencies to 

seek insight into possible reasons for the perceived low number of reported cases. To help guide the 

feedback from agencies the CERF secretariat asked the following questions: 

 

1. What is the reason for the low number of reported investigations into potential fraud cases by 

your agency during this period? Do you expect this to be: 

o An accurate reflection of the level of fraud under CERF funded projects?  

o Underreporting due to undetected fraud cases? 

o Underreporting due to difficulties in linking ongoing fraud investigations to CERF 

funding? 

o Lack of awareness within your organization of the need to report to CERF on such cases? 

o Other, or a combination of the above. 

2. Are there any systemic challenges related to reporting on investigations into cases of fraud 

involving CERF funds? 

3. Is there anything that can be done to help ensure reporting on all cases of fraud involving CERF 

funds? 

 

The questions were addressed to the following 12 agencies that since 2015 have received CERF funding, 

including WFP ($670 million received since 2015), UNICEF ($539 million), UNHCR ($266 million), WHO 

($185 million), IOM ($163 million), FAO ($146 million), UNFPA ($104 million), UNDP (and hereunder DSS) 

($31 million), UNRWA ($24 million), UNWomen ($7 million), UNOPS ($ 6 million) and OHCHR ($1 Million). 

All agencies responded, but provided varying degrees of information and detail.  

 

Key points from the feedback provided by agencies around the various questions are presented below, 

which should help inform discussions at the CERF Advisory Group meeting, and will complement the 

briefings at the meeting by WFP and FAO 

 

WFP, WHO, FAO and UNFPA all highlighted that the agencies are facing general challenges in ensuring 

that potential fraud cases are detected, investigated and reported on. FAO, UNICEF and UNFPA informed 

that there is risk of insufficient fraud identification due to the contexts the agencies operate in, arguing 

that these contexts challenge identification of all cases.  

 

WFP, WHO and UNFPA further referenced that the agencies’ investigative organs are stretched due to a 

surge in reported cases during the last years and that their limited capacity challenge their general ability 

to identify all fraud cases. UNFPA specifically reports that fraud investigations at times compete with 

investigations into cases of sexual exploitation and abuse (SEA) and other forms of harassment and 

suggests that the emphasis given to the latter has an adverse effect on the former, notably in terms of 

the time and resources available to investigate fraud allegations.   

 

UNDP, UNWomen, UNOPS and OHCHR expressed general confidence in own fraud tools and mechanisms. 

UNDP informed that the organization in recent years has identified a high number of fraud cases, but that 

none of these can be linked to CERF funding.  
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UNHCR and UNFPA observed that the fact that the majority of their projects have multiple funding 

sources, which challenges their ability to identify whether potential cases of fraud involve CERF funding. 

UNDP and FAO specifically highlighted that they do not face such difficulties.  

 

The responses received from IOM and UNHCR revealed a misunderstanding of the CERF guidelines for 

communicating potential cases of fraud. While the guidelines request agencies to inform the CERF 

secretariat when an investigation into potential fraud that could involve CERF funding is opened, the 

responses from the two agencies indicated an understanding that cases of fraud with CERF funds only 

shall be reported to CERF upon closure of an investigation confirming that CERF funding is impacted. The 

CERF secretariat has immediately clarified the requirements to both IOM and UNHCR. Consequently, IOM 

has reported the opening of an investigation into a potential fraud case that may involve CERF funds. 

These issues will also be raised in upcoming bilateral meetings with the two agencies.  

 

Of the top five recipients of CERF funding since 2015, only UNICEF and IOM do not reference challenges 

related to general identification of fraud cases, nor challenges related to the specific identification and 

reporting on potential fraud cases involving CERF funding.  

 

Three of the agencies that referenced general challenges in identifying potential cases of fraud, informed 

of new initiatives and investments in improving fraud identification and investigation. FAO informed that 

the organization recently has launched a comprehensive e-training course on ways to prevent, detect and 

address fraud, which is today available worldwide and mandatory for all FAO personnel. FAO is also 

updating its Whistleblower Protection Policy, which the organization informs is expected to encourage 

more complainants to come forward with potential concerns.  

 

WFP informed that they established an Anti-Fraud and Anti-Corruption (AFAC) function in 2018, with a 

view to complement the independent assurance activities performed by the Office of Inspections and 

Investigations. The AFAC function will develop standard operating procedures for fraud reporting and 

guidelines on how, when, what and where to report incidences of fraud. According to WFP, the AFAC 

function will also enhance awareness of existing reporting channels available to personnel, partners and 

suppliers and escalation of reports from beneficiary complaints and feedback mechanisms. WFP is also 

implementing a reporting hotline that is expected to help identification of cases.  

 

WHO informed that the organization has conducted a number of fraud awareness activities during the 

past year, in parallel to the mandatory training initiatives to reinforce the zero tolerance for sexual 

exploitation and abuse as well as sexual harassment. In addition, WHO’s Internal Oversight Services has 

requested additional resources to strengthen the capacity of its investigative function to meet an 

increased volume of cases reported.  

 

No other agencies informed of new initiatives/investments to improve fraud identification and 

investigation.    

 

 

 


