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HUMANITARIAN INNOVATION FUND 

Interim Report 
- Please try not to exceed 5 pages excluding attachments – 

 

 

Organisation Name OCHA 

 

Project Title Humanitarian Exchange Language (HXL) 

Problem Addressed / 
Thematic Focus 

Creating and establishing data standards for 
humanitarian crisis response 

Location New York, Geneva and three field pilot locations  

Start Date 1 January 2014 

Duration 12 months 

Total Funding 
Requested 

GBP 143,166 

 

Partner(s) 
UNHCR, WFP, Save the Children, World Bank, 
UNICEF, USAID and IOM 

Total Funding GBP 143,166 

 

Reporting Period 1 July 2014 – 30 September 2014 

Total Spent During The 
Reporting Period 

GBP 29,426 

 

ACHIEVEMENTS AND CHALLENGES 

 
Describe what the project has achieved to date, including any project 
milestones in the reporting period. Please relate this to the original work 
plan and explain any divergence. 
 
The HXL standard is now complete and in alpha status, available through the 
http://hxlstandard.org web site for public feedback. The alpha HXL standard is in 
active use by the Standby Task Force for their data contributions to the Ebola 
response beginning in September 2014. UNHCR and IOM have agreed to add 
HXL support to their data systems during Q4. We are in discussions with other 
organizations and initiatives, including the new Humanitarian ID initiative within 

http://hxlstandard.org/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ypA9Iza5OFg
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OCHA, which will maintain directory/contact information for people working in a 
humanitarian response. 
 
In our original work plan, we had intended to pilot HXL gradually in-country in 
protracted crises, seeking out non-disruptive opportunities to collect information. 
In the event, the Ebola crisis has thrown HXL into the foreground, and has 
resulted in much faster (and more urgent) feedback than we had originally 
planned. This is all for the good. 
 
In addition to the HXL standards web site (which includes policy-related 
material), there has been significant progress on the HXL software infrastructure. 
A live HXL demonstration site is available at http://demo.hxlstandard.org and 
HXL libraries are under development in PHP, Java, and Python (the PHP library 
is now feature-complete). All of the source code is available free at 
https://github.com/HXLStandard . As part of the Ebola response, Simon Johnson 
of the UK Red Cross has also created a mapping site that uses HXL-encoded 
data, at https://simonbjohnson.github.io/HXL-Lat-Long-Mapper/ 
 
What adjustments and adaptations have been made through the reporting 
period (and do they relate to identified risks and assumptions)? Why were 
these needed and what are the implications for the project? 
 
The rising importance of the Ebola crisis changed the nature of our community 
consultation from simply soliciting feedback to dealing with new incoming 
requirements in an urgent and fast-changing situation. We are now tracking new-
tag requests at http://hxlstandard.org/standard/proposed-tags/ as they come in 
from the Standby Task Force and others; even if these proposed extensions do 
not end up in the official standard during 2014 (given our focus on 3W and 
Humanitarian-Profile data), making these available allows other data 
communities to use the same (unofficial) tags to improve interoperability, and the 
page gives the community a chance to comment on specific extensions. 
 
Early in Q3, we changed HXL's codes to be hashtags, similar to those used in 
social media, and the response has been overwhelmingly positive — while the 
change is small on a syntactic level, it connects well with concepts that users 
already understand, significantly reducing barriers to understand and adoption. 
The Open Contracting project is now proposing adopting the same hashtag 
approach, based on HXL's work. 
 
Is the project experiencing any particular challenges? 
 
The sudden HXL adoption as part of the Ebola response was the biggest 
challenge for the initiative, but as mentioned above, the outcomes have been 
positive, moving HXL earlier than expected from a future possibility to a present 
reality. Our biggest challenges now are (1) finding ways to show value for the 
adoption of HXL in the Ebola response, and (2) keeping HXL's focus on our 
original goals of 3W and Humanitarian Profile data during 2014, rather than trying 
to become all things to all people. 
 

http://demo.hxlstandard.org/
https://github.com/HXLStandard
https://simonbjohnson.github.io/HXL-Lat-Long-Mapper/
http://hxlstandard.org/standard/proposed-tags/
http://www.open-contracting.org/
https://github.com/open-contracting/standard/issues/32
https://github.com/open-contracting/standard/issues/32
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INNOVATION AND LEARNING 
 
How is the innovation performing against the criteria identified in the 
project work plan?  
 
HXL is on schedule for a final release by the end of 2014, assuming that we are 
able to move to beta quickly this fall.  The alpha standard's adoption in a real-
world crisis (Ebola) puts the HXL initiative ahead of where we expected to be by 
Q3 in one sense, but we still need to return to our original focus on 3W and 
Humanitarian Profile data. 
 
In what ways is your understanding of the innovation changing through the 
project period?  
 
As in Q2, we continue to be positively surprised by the demand for a standards 
initiative like HXL across the humanitarian community. We had assumed that a 
large amount of persuasion and promotion would be necessary, but have 
discovered that HXL is meeting an existing demand. 
 
The working group's ideas about standardization have evolved significantly over 
the first three quarters. While we always intended to keep the standard simple 
and spreadsheet-friendly, we initially began with a much more conventional, 
tightly-controlled idea of what a “standard” should do. By the end of Q3, we had 
moved to simpler, more loosely-coupled model, which will not ensure 100% data 
interoperability, but has a much higher chance of adoption. We hope that in 2015 
and beyond, once the community sees what they can accomplish with a light 
layer of standardization, there will be a strong demand for more (e.g. standard 
code lists for crises, outcomes, etc.). 
 

METHODOLOGY 

 
Is the methodology proving successful in collecting data and producing 
credible evidence on the performance of the innovation? If not, what steps 
are being taken to address this? 
 
Our public email list has fallen mostly silent, despite the occasional attempt to 
revive it. However, bilateral and multilateral discussions with people considering 
actual implementation (including over Skype chats) have more than offset that. In 
particular, as mentioned above, the Ebola response has resulted in a flow of real-
life implementation information, as has our early work with UNHCR and IOM data 
(at a more-sedate pace). 
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What adjustments have or will need to be made to the methodology during 
the course of the project? Why are these needed and what are their 
implications? 
 
We have moved from biweekly to monthly multi-agency working-group meetings, 
and limited the meetings to 30 minutes instead of an hour. As mentioned in our 
last report, as we've moved into the technical details of standards development, 
with which all members of the working group are not equally engaged. We've 
also had to accept the reality that, as the humanitarian community becomes 
overextended dealing with four L3 emergencies simultaneously (Iraq, Syria, CAR 
and South Sudan), senior policy and technical people will have other, more-
pressing demands on their time, and standards work rightly has to take a back 
seat. 
 

UPDATED WORK PLAN  

Please provide details of any changes to the work plan in the next reporting 
period  
 
We have decided not to attempt in-country visits in 2014, but instead, to focus on 
the opportunities that have presented themselves, including the Ebola response 
and the need for better interchange of refugee data among UNCHR, IOM, and 
others, as well as approaches from other organizations (such as the Canadian 
Red Cross).  
 
In 2015, we hope to take advantage of new in-country presences being 
established by OCHA's Humanitarian Data Exchange project in Kenya and 
Colombia to engage with those countries in a non-disruptive and sustainable way 
(i.e. not just a quick visit and uncertain follow-up). In the meantime, we will 
continue to engage remotely with the field to bring more of the originally-intended 
3W and Humanitarian Profile data into the HXL standards effort. 
 

DISSEMINATION AND UP-TAKE 

 
How is the project being shared with others (e.g. events, publications, 
media, and informal interactions)? 
 
During Q3, we promoted HXL at the Open Knowledge Festival in Berlin, including 
a morning workshop at the Humanitarian Sprint, working together with 
stakeholders in the International Aid Transparency Initiative (IATI). We have also 
had one-to-one meetings with many organizations, including UNHCR and IOM in 
Geneva, and a large number of calls with NGOs and other data providers. 
 
As mentioned earlier, we have launched the http://hxlstandard.org web site to 
give the standard a permanent home, and have also created an online showcase 
at http://demo.hxlstandard.org to show the kinds of analysis that a standard like 

http://docs.hdx.rwlabs.org/blog/
http://hxlstandard.org/
http://demo.hxlstandard.org/
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HXL enables.  Finally, we have continued to promote the standard with blog 
posts at http://docs.hdx.rwlabs.org/blog/hxl/ . 
 
With adoption by the Standby Task Force, this is the first report where we've 
been able to report actual HXL uptake during a crisis response (despite that fact 
that the standard has just entered alpha status). 

http://docs.hdx.rwlabs.org/blog/hxl/

