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Annex A: Procedure for the Selection and Retention of Partners for Partnership 
Agreements 

 
OBJECTIVE 
 

1. The objective of this annex is to provide a detailed description of the procedures and 
recommended tools and templates to support UNHCR Offices in complying with the 
administrative instruction. 

 
DETAILED PROCEDURES OF THE SELECTION PROCESS 
 
Step 1: Establishment of a UNHCR multi-functional Implementing Partnership Management 
Committee 

2. The Head of Office is required to establish a multi-functional Implementing Partnership 
Management Committee (“Committee”) and appoint its Chairperson, members and 
alternates. The Committee will be responsible for making recommendations to the Head 
of Office on the selection/retention of partners for all Partnership Agreements, in line with 
the applicability considerations set out in subsequent paragraphs below, specially #4 to 
#7. 

3. The Head of Office will appoint a staff member (preferably from the Programme or Project 
Control Unit) as Secretary to the Committee. The Secretary will facilitate the work of the 
Committee by maintaining and providing complete and accurate information in a timely 
manner. 

4. It is recommended that the Committee is established at the country level. In large 
operations, it is at the discretion of the Representative if Committees at the sub-office level 
are also established. In such cases, a staff member from the country office must be a 
member of the sub-office Committee(s).  

5. A memorandum on the establishment and membership of the Committee is required to 
be issued and maintained in the Selection Files. The memorandum must also be uploaded 
to the e-Safe folder “Implementing Partnership Committee”. 

6. A sample Terms of Reference for the Committee are contained in Annex C. 

https://otds.unhcr.org/otdsws/login?RFA=31b31a9f%2D0071%2D465e%2D84e2%2Dd7efb6327197%3Ahttps%3A%2F%2Fwww%2Eedms%2Eunhcr%2Eorg%2Flivelinkp%2Flivelink%2Eexe%3Ffunc%3Dotdsintegration%2Eredirect%26NextURL%3Dhttps%253A%252F%252Fwww%252Eedms%252Eunhcr%252Eorg%252Flivelinkp%252Flivelink%252Eexe&PostTicket=true&PostParams=true&ux_version=1&PreserveFragment=true&logon_style=signin-cs
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Step 2: Call for Expression of Interest 

7. UNHCR Offices are required to broaden opportunities for all interested organizations by 
inviting existing and new partners to express their interest in implementing a specific 
Project. UNHCR Offices should solicit interest from partners that have complementary 
attributes to UNHCR’s capacities and resources for undertaking a specific Project through 
issuing a Call for Expression of Interest.  

8. The Call for Expression of Interest informs interested partners about: project scope and 
specifications; criteria for selection; deadlines and document requirements for submission 
of concept notes; date of selection decision; and other particularities of the operation 
and/or Project. The particularities of each Call for Expression of Interest may be entered 
in the predefined format within the UN Partner Portal. UNHCR Offices may also use the 
sample (or similar) format for Call for Expression of Interest in Appendix B. 

9. The dissemination of the Call for Expression of Interest should take place via the UN 
Partner Portal, but may also be advertised through appropriate and available 
communication media taking into account the local context (e.g. web, newspapers, flyers, 
meetings, radio, and other means). The same information will be provided to all existing 
and potential partners at the same time, in order to ensure fairness and objectivity of the 
process. UNHCR Offices are encouraged to hold group session(s) with interested 
organizations, when the call is open, to provide further information and answer questions 
when required, as well as to post respective answers via the UN Partner Portal for 
transparency and accessibility to all applicants. 

10. Partners can bring forward their own initiatives by submitting a Concept Note to the 
relevant UNHCR Office. In cases where the initiative is within the operation’s strategy, the 
UNHCR Office is required to issue a Call for Expression of Interest to ensure fair selection 
among all interested partners. 

11. Criteria used to select partners must be aligned with the Project and operational 
requirements. The Committee is required to establish predefined, relevant and assessable 
criteria to be included in the Call for Expression of Interest. Criteria may include, but are 
not limited to: 
a) Sector expertise and experience: the required specific skills, sector specialists, 

knowledge and human resources.  
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b) Project management: ability to efficiently deliver project objectives and meet the 
expectations of all stakeholders, as well as provide accountability mechanisms and 
sound financial management, taking into account the audit results of the previous 
UNHCR-funded agreements, past performance and the external audit of partners’ 
financial statements, pending audit recommendations (open accounts receivables 
and internal control findings), where applicable. 

c) Local experience, presence and community relations: ongoing programmes in the 
area of operation; local knowledge; engaging refugees and other persons of concern; 
trust from local communities; local presence; partner policy on community relations; 
two-way feedback and complaint mechanisms for persons of concern; self-organized 
groups of persons of concern; and other factors that would facilitate access to and 
better understanding of the persons of concern and that would reduce administrative 
difficulties. 

d) Contribution of resources: evidenced and documented contribution of resources to 
the Project in cash or in-kind (e.g. human resources, supplies and/or equipment) by 
the partner that are presently available (or potentially mobilized by the partner) in 
order to supplement UNHCR resources. 

e) Security considerations: ability to operate in security conditions of the Project site or 
country as well as existence and functionality of partner’s organizational policies, 
procedures and practices related to security risk management. 

f) Cost effectiveness: level of direct costs and administrative costs imposed on the 
Project in relation to project deliverables. 

g) Experience working with UNHCR: global and/or local partnerships comprising 
knowledge of UNHCR policies, practices and programmes, including an 
understanding of and ability to work within UNHCR’s funding limitations and 
associated inherent risks. Partners that have three consecutive modified audit 
opinions (qualified opinion, adverse opinion or disclaimer of opinion) for UNHCR-
funded projects may not be considered1.  

h) Environmental Sustainability: measures to integrate environmental sustainability 
within proposed activities. Environmental considerations are aligned to the objectives 
of UNHCR’s Strategic Framework for Climate Action. 

i) Other: other specific needs that may be required, to be identified and communicated 
in advance, as part of the Call for Expression of Interest. 

 
1  If important concerns arise from an audit process the operation may assess and conclude that continuation in that 

specific partnership poses too high a risk for the operation, in light of the specific issues raised by auditors. 

https://www.unhcr.org/604a26d84.pdf
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12. Registration of a partner with the host country is not a pre-condition for selection. 

However, some host countries may require registration of foreign non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs). Partners are responsible for securing government requirements 
for registration and operation in a host country. UNHCR may assist the selected partner 
in the negotiation with the host government, where applicable. 

Step 3: Submission of Concept Note 

13. Interested existing or prospective partners may submit a Concept Note in response to the 
Call for Expression of Interest.  

14. The Concept Note is primarily for the partner to express its advantage and added value 
for the partnership. The Concept Note and requested supporting documents are intended 
to allow the partner to: 
a) Articulate its objectives in undertaking the Project; 
b) Briefly describe the implementation approach for realizing the desired outcome of 

the Project; 
c) Demonstrate the unique advantage it brings to the partnership for realizing the 

desired outcome of the Project; 
d) Demonstrate its complementariness to UNHCR's capacities and resources for the 

Project; 
e) Demonstrate capacity and capability to procure, where substantive procurement is 

foreseen as part of the Project. 
 

15. It is important that the selected partner participates in the design and detailed budgeting 
of the Project and in concluding the Partnership Agreement. Therefore, the Concept Note 
should not be a fully developed project proposal and should be concise, containing clear 
information. 
 

16. It is at the discretion of the UNHCR Office to determine whether partners use the UN 
Partner Portal standardized concept note available online or the sample template in 
Appendix C (or a similar format developed by the UNHCR Office) for the submission of a 
Concept Note. However, UNHCR Offices must communicate the submission requirement 
to all partners. All partners must use the same standard submission format to ensure 
consistency and objectivity. 
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Step 4: Preparation for the Committee Review and Recommendation 

17. The Secretary is required to check whether the applicant organization meets the basic 
eligibility criteria for establishing a partnership as outlined in the Partner Declaration. 
Furthermore, UNHCR cannot partner with entities that fail to address sexual exploitation 
and abuse through appropriate preventive measures, investigation and corrective action, 
in accordance with the UNHCR Administrative Instruction on Implementing Partner PSEA 
Capacity Assessment. The Secretary is also required to ensure that there are no flags 
reflected in the UN Partner Portal. One reason for a flag is when the UNPP automatically 
finds a match between a registered UNPP Non-Government Organisation and the 
sanctions list, established and maintained by the United Nations Security Council2, in 
which case a UN entity is requested to review.  

18. The Secretary is required to provide the list of all applicant partners to the relevant units 
to carry out assessments of applications: 
a) Screening and verification of information provided by the applicant organizations, 

which is typically carried out by Programme/Project Control units. 
b) Technical assessment, as applicable, to the selection criteria that is undertaken by 

the sector specialist/ multi-functional team. Where applicable, advice must be sought 
from relevant technical experts in the region or at Headquarters e.g., where 
considering a partnership surrounding logistics infrastructure, such as warehousing, 
transport, repair and maintenance of assets, the selection criteria would firstly be 
defined by a Supply function, in collaboration with the Multi-Functional Team (MFT), 
who would also lead the subsequent technical assessment.  
 

19. The Secretary is required to prepare and maintain all documents for the Committee’s 
review and recommendation, including at a minimum: 
a) List of all applicant partners (prospective and existing partners; qualified and non-

qualified) and tabulation of their attributes in accordance with the selection criteria 
through review of the Concept Notes and the results of the assessment by the 
designated person(s)/unit(s) in the UNHCR Office. 

b) PSEA partner self-assessment forms (Annex 1), in exceptional cases when not 
uploaded to the UNPP. 

c) Proposed Concept Notes and all related submissions by all applicants. 
d) UNHCR’s Call for Expression of Interest. 

 
2    See: United Nations Security Council Consolidated List | United Nations Security Council. 

https://intranet.unhcr.org/content/dam/unhcr/intranet/policy-guidance/en/2021/unhcr-ai-2021-06-administrative-instruction-on-implementing-partner-psea-capacity-assessment/UNHCR-AI-2021-06%20Administrative%20Instruction%20on%20Implementing%20Partner%20PSEA%20Capacity%20Assessment.pdf
https://intranet.unhcr.org/content/dam/unhcr/intranet/policy-guidance/en/2021/unhcr-ai-2021-06-administrative-instruction-on-implementing-partner-psea-capacity-assessment/UNHCR-AI-2021-06%20Administrative%20Instruction%20on%20Implementing%20Partner%20PSEA%20Capacity%20Assessment.pdf
https://www.un.org/securitycouncil/content/un-sc-consolidated-list
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20. Given the variation in operating environments and partners, it is at the discretion of each 

UNHCR Office to instruct the Secretary on the appropriate method for verification, further 
to the above, of information provided by partners. Examples of verification include 
checking previous performance reports; audit reports; reference checks; web search; 
confirmation of legal status and registration; etc. 

Step 5: Committee Review and Recommendation 

21. The Committee is required to: 
a) Verify that the Secretary adhered to the procedures for: issuing the Call for 

Expression of Interest; collecting Concept Notes from partners; vetting and verifying 
of documentation provided by partners; compiling results from programme and 
technical assessments; and any other required preparation. 

b) Verify the applicants’ PSEA partner self-assessment forms (Annex 1) have been 
submitted (preferably via UNPP). 

c) Examine and evaluate Concept Notes and other requested information, such as 
technical and/or other assessments and related documents, submitted by all 
applicant organizations and compiled by the Secretary. Appendix D contains further 
sample selection criteria, scoring scales and evaluation tabulation matrices.  

d) Analyze and review the proposals, taking into account the criteria and Project 
specifications that were outlined in the Call for Expression of Interest. 
 

22. The Committee will consider all factors to identify the partner(s) that most substantially 
conforms to the requirements and criteria outlined in the Call for Expression of Interest. 
The Committee may exceptionally reject all proposals, provided that such rejection is in 
the best interest of the UNHCR operation.  

23. The Secretary is required to document the minutes of the meeting including the 
justification and recommendations made by the Committee. 

24. Once the Committee proposes the recommended potential partner/s, the following further 
assessments, as applicable, are to be conducted: 

a) Procurement capacity assessment should be undertaken prior to engaging a partner 
in procurement and signing the Partnership Agreement, in accordance with the 
Administrative Instruction on Procurement by Partners under Partnership 

https://intranet.unhcr.org/en/policy-guidance/administrative-instructions/unhcr-ai-2021-06.html
https://intranet.unhcr.org/content/dam/unhcr/intranet/policy-guidance/en/2018/administrative-instruction-on-procurement-by-partners-under-partnership-agreements/AI_2018_01%20Administrative%20Instruction%20Procurement%20by%20Partners.pdf
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Agreements3. A partner’s procurement capacity assessment remains valid for the 
duration for which the partner is selected, subject to the applicable retention process 
or in case the partner’s capacity is brought into question. 

b) Verification of the partner’s capacity to prevent, mitigate the risk of and respond to 
allegations of SEA, in accordance with the Administrative Instruction on Implementing 
Partner PSEA Capacity Assessment4.  

 
25. The recommendations of the Committee will be presented to the Head of Office for the 

final decision on the selection/retention of a partner. The recommendations and decisions 
are required to be documented using a consistent format similar to the Selection 
Recommendation and Decision sample template in Appendix E. 

Step 6: Decision by the Head of Office 

26. The Committee’s recommendation must be presented to the Head of Office following the 
Committee meeting.5 

27. The Head of Office is required to endorse or reject the recommendation of the Committee. 
Should the Head of Office disagree with the Committee’s recommendation, the options 
available are to either select the next best-fit partner from the list or to initiative a new 
selection cycle. The Head of Office is required to fully document the rationale for approval 
or rejection of the Committee’s recommendation. 

28. The Head of Office will grant that the selected partner is engaged in implementation for 
two consecutive years of the UNHCR programme cycle, or for the duration of the multi-
year strategy, provided that the partner has demonstrated good performance, the 
operation continues and funds are likely to be made available for implementation for the 
following year(s). 

29. In the event that the conclusion of the Partnership Agreement with a selected/retained 
partner cannot be reached (or the partner opts not to undertake the Project), the Head of 

 
3   Annex 1 of the Administration Instruction UNHCR/AI/2018/1 can be used as a sample template for guidance on 

recording the decision-making process for entrusting procurement as well as assessing a Partner’s capacity to 
procure. Recording the rationale for the decision is essential. Offices may use the template or any other similar 
format. This process must be undertaken prior to engaging a Partner in procurement and signing the Partnership 
Agreement. 

4  Aligned with section 5.4 of UNHCR/AI/2021/06, preliminary determination of the PSEA capacity of the potential 
partners is carried out for those shortlisted, namely those recommended to the Head of Office or by the Committee. 

5 See Section III for details for the retention process. 

https://intranet.unhcr.org/content/dam/unhcr/intranet/policy-guidance/en/2018/administrative-instruction-on-procurement-by-partners-under-partnership-agreements/AI_2018_01%20Administrative%20Instruction%20Procurement%20by%20Partners.pdf
https://intranet.unhcr.org/en/policy-guidance/administrative-instructions/unhcr-ai-2021-06.html
https://intranet.unhcr.org/en/policy-guidance/administrative-instructions/unhcr-ai-2021-06.html
https://intranet.unhcr.org/content/dam/unhcr/intranet/policy-guidance/en/2018/administrative-instruction-on-procurement-by-partners-under-partnership-agreements/AI_2018_01%20Administrative%20Instruction%20Procurement%20by%20Partners.pdf
https://intranet.unhcr.org/en/policy-guidance/administrative-instructions/unhcr-ai-2021-06.html
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Office may decide to either re-advertise the Call for Expression of Interest or select the 
next Best-Fit Partner as determined by the Committee during the selection process. 

Step 7: Communication of Decision to Applicant Partners 

30. In order to demonstrate transparency, the Head of Office is required to inform all applicant 
organizations, in writing, of the outcome of the selection/retention process or via the UN 
Partner Portal which automates the response to the applicants when closing the selection 
process, within three working days of the date of the decision. 

31. It is at the discretion of the operation whether the name of the selected/retained partner 
is announced to all applicants. An appropriate communication medium (i.e. email, web, 
letter, etc.) should be used taking into account protection sensitivities, security constraints 
and the operational environment. Appendix F includes sample wording for providing 
feedback.  

32. Should a partner request clarification on the selection/retention decision, the Head of 
Office is required to provide a response explaining the transparency and integrity of the 
selection/retention process. However, in exceptional cases the UNHCR Office may not be 
in position to disclose the rationale of the decision due to operational sensitivities (e.g. 
confidentiality related to protection of persons of concern, security). The feedback must 
be provided to the partner(s) within 15 working days of the request. 

33. Applicant organizations that are not satisfied with the response may escalate their 
concerns to UNHCR through epartner@unhcr.org which will be reviewed by the relevant 
Regional Bureau. The Regional Bureau, in collaboration with the Inspector General’s 
Office (IGO), will review the process undertaken by the UNHCR Office. The partner will 
be informed whether fairness and adherence to the procedure were therefore observed. 
However, UNHCR reserves the right to decline disclosure of the specificity of decision 
derived by the UNHCR Office due to reasons related to confidentiality, protection of 
persons of concern, or security. 

RETENTION OF PARTNERS 

34. The UNHCR Office may make the selection/retention decision based on the duration of 
the operation’s multi-year strategy and recommendation of the Committee. The selected 
partner may be engaged for a period of two consecutive years of the UNHCR 
programming cycle or for the duration of the multi-year strategy. The period of retention 

mailto:epartner@unhcr.org
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can be extended up to a maximum of the multi-year strategy duration depending on 
partner performance, continuity of operations and availability of funding. Upon completion 
of the extended retention period, or whenever there is a substantive change in the 
operation, UNHCR Offices are required to carry out a comprehensive review and selection 
through a wider solicitation of existing and prospective partners. 

35. While the partner selection is for a period of two annual UNHCR programme cycles or for 
the duration of the multi-year strategy, the following is required prior to entering into the 
second year (before the end of the first year) of the Partnership Agreement and thereafter 
during every ‘odd’ year of partnership (see Selection and Retention sample process flow 
diagram below):  
a) Desk review by the Programme Unit (or other designated unit) to ensure that the 

operation requires retention and the partner performance is adequate. 
b) If the desk review determines that the partner should not be retained (Appendix G 

provides a sample), the matter shall be referred to the Committee. Upon 
recommendation of the Committee, the Head of Office may decide not to retain the 
partner. Such a decision will be communicated via the UN Partner Portal or in writing 
to the partner. 
 

36. After two annual UNHCR programme cycles (before the end of the second year), and 
thereafter during every ‘even’ year, the Committee is required to determine whether it is 
in the best interest of the operation to further retain the selected partner for an additional 
two programme cycles or for the duration of the multi-year strategy. The review will be 
documented in a format similar to the sample template provided in Appendix G and takes 
into consideration the following factors (see Selection and Retention sample process flow 
diagram below): 
a) Performance (operational and financial) of the partner, the partner’s continued 

capacity to prevent, mitigate the risk of and respond to allegations of sexual 
exploitation and abuse, in particular, whether corrective measures (administrative, 
disciplinary or operational) have been taken6 and quality of delivery of desired results 
(including pending open receivables); 

b) Whether a change of partner may negatively impact on resources, continuity and/or 
effective response to the persons of concern; 

 
6  A new assessment is only required after five years, unless there are new situational or operational circumstances. 

See UNHCR/AI/2021/06. 

https://intranet.unhcr.org/en/policy-guidance/administrative-instructions/unhcr-ai-2021-06.html


 
UNHCR/AI/2021/11 – Annex A 

 
 

Selection and Retention of Partners for Partnership Agreements 10 of 13 

c) UNHCR’s contribution in the capacity development of the partner may be lost or not 
yield its desired outcome in case of change of partner; 

d) Contribution of partner (in cash or in-kind); 
e) Willingness of partner to continue with Project implementation; and 
f) Availability and interest of alternative partners. 

 
37. The Head of Office is required to ensure that for each partnership a complete and 

comprehensive selection process is undertaken no less frequently than every four years 
or at the end of an operation’s multi-year strategy. UNHCR Offices should consider all 
partners, i.e. not disregard (or include) them simply because they are a new or existing 
partner. Wider publicity of the Call for Expression of Interest and solicitation should be 
undertaken to have a broader choice among existing and new partners.  

38. If there is a substantive change in scope (in terms of the nature of activities, the scope of 
the intended results and the geographical place of delivery) to the project from one 
programme cycle to the next, or the operation is nearing the end of the multi-year strategy, 
a new selection process is required to be undertaken. Examples of such changes include: 
change in needs of the population group (e.g. repatriation vs. asylum seeking); changes 
in the operation (e.g. change of sector from health to education); or substantial variation 
in project size and budget. Further, and without limiting the above, it remains the Regional 
Bureau’s role to oversee the management of funded partnerships by operations (including 
periodic spot-checks of relevant documentation and procedures) and to provide ongoing 
advice on applicable provisions relating to performance, reporting, integrity and ethics. 

OPERATIONAL PROVISIONS 

Timeframes 

39. It is important to encourage partnership as early as possible in the programming cycle. 
Engaging partners as early as possible in the initial stages of the situation analysis, is 
valuable for stakeholders and for programming purposes. All stakeholders, including 
existing and prospective partners, may participate in developing the strategic direction. 

40. The selection/retention of partners is specifically linked to a particular project. It must be 
managed in a timely manner, taking into account specific circumstances of the operation, 
the programming and resource allocation cycle and the availability of funding. 
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41. The process of the selection/retention of partners must be started as early as possibly, 
well in advance of the start date of implementation. For a typical annual Partnership 
Agreement, the selection/retention decision should ideally take place as soon as the 
UNHCR Office knows the outline of the strategy. However, selection/retention decisions 
should not be made later than when the Operating Level (OL) is approved for funding of 
the forthcoming implementation year. 

42. The duration of the selection/retention process will depend on the operational environment 
of the UNHCR Office, such as the scale of operation and the number of prospective and 
existing partners that the UNHCR Office has to review. It is recommended that the 
selection/retention process (from issuing the Call for Expression of Interest to 
communicating the Committee’s decision) does not exceed three months. The suggested 
timeframe is: 
a) Call for Expression of Interest: open for four to six weeks to allow partners to prepare 

the Concept Note and register or update their information on the UN Partner Portal. 
b) Preparation and vetting of submitted Concept Notes and Partner Profiles by the 

Secretary, reviews/assessments by designated staff: three to five weeks. 
c) Deliberation and decision by the Committee: one week. 
d) Submission of recommendation to the Head of Office: one week. 
e) Communication of decision to all applicant organizations: within three days of the 

date of decision. 
 

43. It is important to closely manage the selection/retention processes for the forthcoming 
implementation year or in accordance with the duration of the multi-year strategy, in order 
to take into account the reporting cycle of existing partnerships. This must be done to 
ensure that UNHCR Offices can take timely decisions on the continuation or 
discontinuation of partnerships and to allow time for partners to prepare for the outcome. 

Management of Partnerships in level 2 or 3 Emergencies 

44. Notwithstanding the importance of selecting partners and providing opportunities for new 
partners, during a level 2 or 3 emergency a UNHCR Office may determine that a Call for 
Expression of Interest cannot be undertaken due to the adverse effect on addressing the 
needs of persons of concern in a timely manner. In such cases, see Policy for Emergency 
Preparedness and Response. 

https://cms.emergency.unhcr.org/documents/11982/124166/Policy+on+Emergency+Preparedness+and+Response+-+UNHCR+HCP+2017+Rev.1/08206217-d33f-4634-a6a6-d695bf940e37
https://cms.emergency.unhcr.org/documents/11982/124166/Policy+on+Emergency+Preparedness+and+Response+-+UNHCR+HCP+2017+Rev.1/08206217-d33f-4634-a6a6-d695bf940e37
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DOCUMENTATION 

45. Selection Files must be established by the relevant UNHCR Office and structured in an 
organized manner to maintain documents related to the process of the selection/retention 
of partners, including: 
a) Memorandum on the establishment of the Committee and its composition; 
b) Copies of any documents used to solicit interest for the Project and submissions from 

partners; 
c) Assessment undertaken of each partner against the selection criteria; 
d) Technical assessment of each partner on the specific Project; 
e) Assessment of performance for retaining partners, if applicable; 
f) Minutes of the Committee meetings clearly documenting the recommendations of 

the Committee; 
g) Decision taken by the Head of Office; 
h) Copies of Partner Feedback; and 
i) Other relevant documents. 

 
46. Selection File documentation is confidential to UNHCR and must be properly maintained 

for six years for audit purposes and to facilitate management oversight. 

47. It is important to note that the following documentation is submitted and retained within 
the UN Partner Portal for a six-year duration: partner registration, Call for Expression of 
Interest, Partner PSEA capacity self-assessment, applicant concept notes and automated 
partner feedback on the decision of the selection process. Therefore, UNHCR Offices are 
not required to keep additional copies in addition to the UN Partner Portal repository.
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